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Introduction 
 
In the last few years, the figure of Sherlock Holmes has been the object of countless 
rewritings, reinterpretations, and adaptations in a vast array of media, from literature, to 
graphic novels, to TV series, to cinematic renditions. The vast majority of these adaptations 
tend to present the detective and his adventures as the triumph of rationality and of the 
scientific method over the disruptive forces of crime, neglecting to take into account the 
dreadful considerations that these forces bring to light.  
The aim of the present study is to highlight how the presence of Gothic elements in the 
Holmesian Canon problematizes the normative action of the detective, illuminating the 
anxieties which accompanied the changing universe of Victorian and Edwardian society. For 
this purpose, the first chapter provides a broad overview of the rise of the Gothic novel, 
briefly introducing the debate around the realist novel and romances, with particular focus 
on the critical condemnation of “irrational” elements. Central features of classic Gothic 
novels are then discussed in relation to the works of Horace Walpole, Anne Radcliffe, Clara 
Reeve, and Matthew Lewis. Particular attention is paid to specific tropes of the Gothic novel, 
specifically its uncanny use of the past and of remote spaces as instruments of suppression, 
and to the characterization of its three main figures: the hero, the persecuted maiden, and the 
tyrannical villain.  
The second chapter investigates the evolution of the Gothic genre from its outset to its fin 
de siècle articulations, initially examining its reception after 1790 and the parodic 
adaptations that it engendered, and providing specific insight into Jane Austen’s Northanger 
Abbey and Thomas Love Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey. In the ensuing paragraphs, we 
consider the evolution of Gothic tropes in early Victorian literature, and their application in 
the novels of Charles Dickens and Charlotte and Emily Brontë; then focusing on their 
reinterpretation in the short stories of Edgar Allan Poe. Finally, a brief theoretical overview 
of the complex scenery of fin de siècle English literature is provided, so as to account for the 
Victorian Gothic novels of Robert Louis Stevenson, Oscar Wilde and Bram Stoker, and for 
their profound impact on the cultural milieu of the end of the century.  
Sensation novels are then considered as the joining link between the Gothic genre and 
detective fiction, with specific reference to the novels of Wilkie Collins, and his depiction 
of female confinement as well as private detection. To provide an exhaustive introduction to 
the creation of the character of Sherlock Holmes, an examination of first instances of crime 
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fiction is then provided, by comparing the works of Emile Gaboriau, Edgar Allan Poe, 
Wilkie Collins and Charles Dickens and the detective figures that they shaped.  
The second section of the present work is concerned with the identification of Gothic 
tropes in the Holmesian Canon, and their articulation in different categories according to 
their ramifications and sphere of action. The fourth chapter specifically examines the 
uncanny consequences of the reception of new technologies and scientific discoveries on 
Victorian culture and social order, analyzing instances of degeneration, regression and 
atavism in Holmes’ cases, and delineating a Sherlockian “criminal type”. The concept of 
melancholy, and its reinterpretation in light of the theorizations of criminal anthropology are 
then applied to the figure of the “great detective”, in order to demonstrate how his powerful 
normalizing influence is achieved at the cost of his exclusion from society.  
The perception of space is one of the spheres in which Gothic elements are more 
distinctively noticeable, with reinterpretations of classic Gothic tropes like the isolated 
mansion or the decaying ruins. The adventures of Sherlock Holmes, moreover, reinterpret 
the urban space in light of the criminal underworld which populates it, and adapt the Gothic 
device of exoticism to the disquiet caused by the colonial enterprise.  
Lastly, Victorian society is the subject of the analysis of the sixth and final chapter, which 
focuses on the climate of social tension that preceded the outbreak of the First World War. 
Specifically, the Gothic elements of intrigue and secret societies are analyzed in their 
Holmesian rewriting, while the strictly Victorian themes of the integrity of family and of the 
evolution of female identity are considered in their problematic development.  
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I. 18th-century Gothic: parameters and perspectives 
 
1. Gothic in context: the debate around romance and novel 
To provide a description, or even an overview, of how Gothic fiction developed and 
which factors were involved in the process, various issues must be taken into account. As 
with many other genres, literary criticism has not maintained an undivided front when 
dealing with the Gothic, re-interpreting it in the light of new approaches and tracking its 
roots in different models and chronological moments. While some have stressed its 
revolutionary value in many fields – political, sexual, ethical-scientific –, others have pointed 
out its strong bond with the past, others yet, its engagement with contemporaneity. 
Critical assessments, however, readily and almost universally recognize two prominent 
features as distinctive of Gothic fiction: a clear element of “irrationality” and a vocation for 
hybridity and intertextuality. These qualities clearly emerge as early as the publication of 
The Castle of Otranto (1764), widely regarded as the first “Gothic” novel, whose preface to 
the second edition reads: “It was an attempt to blend the two kinds of romance, the ancient 
and the modern.”.1 This statement, along with recognizing a bond with the past, also 
introduces the genre in the 18th-century debate around realism and romance. 
The dispute concerning the plausibility of a narration – and the moral value that was to 
be associated with it – was deeply embedded in the cultural climate of the time, partly in 
reaction to the rationalist philosophy of the Enlightenment and its pervasiveness in the 
Augustan Age. In this respect, Congreve initially developed a first distinction between 
romance and novel in his preface to Incognita2 (1691), where he already outlined many of 
the dichotomies which crystallized over the course of the century. His overview concerned 
themes, characters and language, tracing a divide between romance’s  
[…] constant Loves and invincible Courages of Hero's, Heroins, Kings and Queens, Mortals of the 
first Rank, and so forth; where lofty Language, miraculous Contingencies and impossible 
Performances, elevate and surprize the Reader into a giddy Delight, which leaves him flat upon the 
Ground whenever he gives of, and vexes him to think how he has suffer'd himself to be pleased and 
transported, concern'd and afflicted at the several Passages which he has Read, viz. these Knights 
Success to their Damosels Misfortunes, and such like, when he is forced to be very well convinced 
that 'tis all a lye.3 
                                                          
1 Walpole, Horace, The Castle of Otranto, London, Penguin, 2002, p. vii. 
2 Nerozzi Bellman, Patrizia, Alle origini della letteratura moderna, Milano, Mondadori, 1997, p. 10. 
3 Congreve, William, Incognita, http://www.online-literature.com/congreve/incognita-love-and-duty/0/ (last 
accessed: 14/03/2015). 
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and  the “more familiar nature” of novels, which  
[…]  come near us, and represent to us Intrigues in practice, delight us with Accidents and odd Events, 
but not such as are wholly unusual or unpresidented, such which not being so distant from our Belief 
bring also the pleasure nearer us.4 
It must be noted that at this early stage the novel had not yet acquired the privileged status 
that it would reach a few years later: Congreve equates the relationship between it and 
romance to the canonical one between comedy and tragedy, and tragedy still held the podium 
as the purest form of writing, as it had since the Poetics. What is ultimately noteworthy is 
that romance was starting to be associated with fantasy, and the novel with realism, 
accordingly separating their effects on readers: “Romances give more of Wonder, Novels 
more Delight.”5  
This discrepancy only grew wider over time, all the while acquiring a distinct moral 
undertone: from a philosophical point of view, the age of rationalism posited that “the 
external world is real, and […] our senses give us a true report of it”6 and “truth can be 
discovered by the individual through his senses”7. The quest for sense and truth thus moved 
from a metaphysical level to the world of senses and actions, and diversions, which explored 
what was “impossible” and “fantastical”, effectively distracted the public from those higher 
scopes. Romance, with its heroic but implausible, two-dimensional characters and its 
impossible quests, gradually came to represent an inferior product of literature – ultimately 
more in the eyes of the literary elite than in those of the reading public.  
From a social perspective, the rise of the middle class and its newfound enthusiasm for 
novels notably encouraged authors to orient their writing towards it, meeting the 
expectations of this specific social stratum and reproducing its struggles and aims. Mimesis 
was the instrument by which a growing audience of “common” men – and women – found 
its way in literature, empathising with characters as their own depictions.  
The shift from a “peer-oriented” writing to a public-oriented one naturally entailed 
ethical, other than structural, alterations. Holding the mirror up to nature seemed to imply 
that the author should have some experience of that nature: to achieve a realistic description, 
the narrator was believed to have acquired some direct experience of the described object. 
The fallacy by which author and narrator coincided8 was still taken for granted by the vast 
                                                          
4 Ivi. 
5 Ivi 
6 Watt, Ian, The Rise of the Novel, Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1957, p. 11 
7 Ivi 
8 See Booth, Wayne, Rhetoric of Fiction, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1961. 
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majority of the audience, thus rendering the handling of “immoral” topics risky for authors 
who wished to maintain a fruitful relationship with their middle class readers.  
Authors such as Defoe, Richardson and Fielding all magnified the discrepancies between 
the realistic novel and the irrational romance in order to claim for themselves that novelty 
and originality, which had come to be perceived as the final aim in writing a work of fiction 
– as the word “novel” itself recalls. Half a century before Northanger Abbey was published, 
Fielding’s heroines were already deemed as foolish in their penchant for romances.9 
This did not mean, however, that romance had entirely extinguished: some of its 
characteristics lived on, finding a vessel in the early phases of the Romantic movement; one 
of its core concepts, that of sublime, was already dangerously bordering on the Gothic trait 
of terror: 
[…] a mode of terror is the exercise of the finer parts of the system […]if the pain and terror are so 
modified as not to be actually noxious; if the pain is not carried to violence, and the terror is not 
conversant about the present destruction of the person, as these emotions clear the parts, whether fine 
or gross, of a dangerous and troublesome incumbrance, they are capable of producing delight; not 
pleasure, but a sort of delightful horror, a sort of tranquillity tinged with terror; which, as it belongs 
to self-preservation, is one of the strongest of all the passions. Its object is the sublime. Its highest 
degree I call astonishment…10 
In England, publishing phenomena such as Thomas Gray’s Odes, Edward Young’s  Night 
Thoughts and James Macpherson’s Ossian poems already disputed the hegemony of 
rationality, paving the way for the late 1700s outbreak of the Gothic novel.    
The new cultural climate led to a modification of the terms of the debate, as Walpole’s 
preface testifies: when he differentiated between “two kinds of romance” he associated with 
the first – “the ancient” – the qualities of proper romance, and with the second – “the new” 
– the realism we now associate with novels:  
In the former, all was imagination and improbability: in the latter, nature is always intended to be, 
and sometimes has been, copied with success. Invention has not been wanting; but the great resources 
of fancy have been dammed up, by a strict adherence to common life. But if, in the latter species, 
Nature has cramped imagination, she did but take her revenge, having been totally excluded from 
old romances. The actions, sentiments, and conversations, of the heroes and heroines of ancient days, 
were as unnatural as the machines employed to put them in motion.11 
The term romance came to embody certain topoi or qualities that could be found in novels 
as well as in other mediums; in the second half of the 18th century, the two definitions even 
seemed to overlap, since “romance” was generally used to indicate what we now call Gothic 
                                                          
9 Clery, E. J., “The Genesis of ‘Gothic’ Fiction”, in Hogle, Jerrold (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 
Gothic Fiction, New York, Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 22. 
10 Burke, Edmund, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/15043/15043-h/15043-h.htm (last accessed: 20/03/2015) 
11 Walpole, Horace, op.cit., p. vii. 
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fiction12. Stylistic features included star-crossed lovers and their evil relations plots to get 
rid of them; a series of adventures that tested the worth of the protagonists; a stark contrast 
between good and evil and the inclusion of wondrous events – from prophetic dreams to less 
reasonable incursions in the supernatural.  
What facilitated this hybridism was that, contrary to what the authors of that time might 
have believed, romance’s characters always had a high potentiality for identification. Even 
when their heroic status prevented the reader from empathising with them, they provided a 
model to which to aspire, and their extraordinarily good qualities were believed to exert a 
beneficial influx upon him/her. Some of those qualities, primarily their resilience in facing 
the most terrible – and imaginative – of adversities, were passed on to their “new” 
counterparts, even if said adversities were commonly historically contextualized in order to 
secure them to a more respectable ground.13 The Gothic novel in particular – at this stage, in 
the form of its prototype, The Castle of Otranto – proved to be very receptive to the influence 
of romance, and to the historicizing devices it was associated with.  
The fact that the public could appreciate elements of romance, however, did not mean 
that recognition from an audience of experts was as easy to reach, as Walpole’s defensive 
position in the preface to the second edition of his novel reveals. As a matter of fact, the 
“rationalist” novel remained the preferred and most published genre even after Walpole’s 
success , dominating the literary scenes for more than another decade.  
All the while, however, the Romantic interest for the origins and for categorisation pushed 
the intellectuals of the time to investigate the nature of romance: its source was identified 
either in “eastern tales imported to Europe at the time of the Crusades”14, in Scandinavian 
sagas spread by the Normans, or in Celtic legends and cycles.15 These three archetypes 
translated into different features that influenced the drafting of Gothic novels: some of them, 
like Vathek, but also The Castle of Otranto and The Old English Baron16, draw from the 
orientalist approach; others, such as The Recess, Emmeline or The Castles of Athlyn and 
Dunbayne, relied on the more familiar Celtic background.  
The next direct intervention in the so-called “romance wars”17, however, was Clara 
Reeve’s The Old English Baron: again with the aid of a preface, the author provides a clear 
                                                          
12 Clery, E. J., op.cit., p. 22. 
13 Billi, Mirella, Il gotico inglese, Bologna, Il Mulino, 1986, p. 59. 
14 Clery, E. J., op.cit., p. 34. 
15 Ivi. 
16 Both of them make reference to the Crusades. 
17 Ibidem, p. 22. 
10 
  
insight in how the controversy had evolved in those thirteen years. From this point of view, 
the most interesting trait of this foreword is how Reeve deals with The Castle of Otranto and 
its own preface. First of all, she paraphrases Walpole’s statement concerning the “two kinds 
of romance”18 so as to separate the two forms: “This Story is the literary offspring of The 
Castle of Otranto, written upon the same plan, with a design to unite the most attractive and 
interesting circumstances of the ancient Romance and modern Novel…”19 Reeve thus 
assigns the label “novel” to the new form of writing, even if the entanglement of the two still 
emerges from her ensuing note: “The business of Romance is, first, to excite the attention; 
and secondly, to direct it to some useful, or at least innocent, end: Happy the writer who 
attains both these points, like Richardson!”20 Tracing a parallel between the works of 
Richardson and the genre of romance, this stance highlights how one form was substantially 
influenced by the other, giving rise to a sort of syncretism in which the boundaries of the 
two were blurred, even in the eyes of specialists like Reeve.  
 What is more, comparing her work to The Castle of Otranto Reeve faces the issue of how 
to balance irrational elements and realistic descriptions in order to maintain an aura of 
respectability and at the same time entertain her readers:  
[…] The Castle of Otranto […] is an attempt to unite the various merits and graces of the ancient 
Romance and modern Novel. To attain this end, there is required a sufficient degree of the 
marvellous, to excite the attention; enough of the manners of real life, to give an air of probability to 
the work; and enough of the pathetic, to engage the heart in its behalf. 
The book we have mentioned is excellent in the two last points, but has a redundancy in the first; 
[…] it palls upon the mind […]; and the reason is obvious, the machinery is so violent, that it destroys 
the effect it is intended to excite.21 
According to Reeve, Walpole is not successful in balancing romance and novel, realism 
and wonderment, because he exaggerates with the latter:  
For instance; we can conceive, and allow of, the appearance of a ghost; we can even dispense with 
an enchanted sword and helmet; but then they must keep within certain limits of credibility: A sword 
so large as to require an hundred men to lift it; a helmet that by its own weight forces a passage 
through a court-yard into an arched vault, big enough for a man to go through; a picture that walks 
out of its frame; a skeleton ghost in a hermit's cowl:—When your expectation is wound up to the 
highest pitch, these circumstances take it down with a witness, destroy the work of imagination, and, 
instead of attention, excite laughter. I was both surprised and vexed to find the enchantment 
dissolved, which I wished might continue to the end of the book; and several of its readers have 
confessed the same disappointment to me: The beauties are so numerous, that we cannot bear the 
defects, but want it to be perfect in all respects.22 
                                                          
18 Walpole, Horace, op.cit., p. vii. 
19 Reeve, Clara, The Old English Baron, http://www.gutenberg.org/files/5182/5182-h/5182-h.htm (last 
accessed: 21/03/2015) 
20 Ivi. 
21 Ivi. 
22 Ivi. 
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In order to preserve the suspension of disbelief, therefore, an author must refrain from 
overdoing the element of the marvellous. In Reeve’s perspective, the irrational is only viable 
if it remains confined to what can be conveniently explained at the right moment, otherwise 
one might taint the perfection of the novel and even obtain the adverse reaction.  
Amid Gothic writers of the 18th and early 19th century, this standpoint is usually shared 
by women writers (such as Ann Radcliffe and Clara Reeve herself) and challenged by male 
authors (William Beckford and Matthew Lewis, among others). Irrational or metaphysical 
elements tended to jeopardize the reception of the work at a literary level, and could 
moreover damage the reputation of the author: women had already their difficulties in 
finding a publisher, let alone gaining a solid reputation. 
To some extent, this perspective could help in contextualising the choice that Ann 
Radcliffe made when she abandoned anonymity to publish the second edition of The 
Romance of the Forest in 1792. From 1764, with The Castle of Otranto, to 1790, with 
Radcliffe’s The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne, nobody had yet used the label “romance” 
in a title – neither Sophia Lee in The Recess, nor William Beckford in Vathek, nor Walpole 
or Reeve in their works. Walpole and Reeve’s success had, however, sparked a controversy 
which could have prompted Radcliffe to take refuge behind the label “romance”, in a subtle 
apologetic attempt to evade attacks to her credibility by anticipating them.  
 
Clara Reeve’s first assessment was later confirmed in The Progress of Romance (1785), 
which reiterates her opinions in the light of  James Beattie’s essay “On Fable and Romance” 
(1783). In Bettie’s article, the term “romance” is again used “freely, as Walpole did, to every 
kind of modern fiction including the works of Richardson and Fielding.”23; furthermore, 
many features of early Gothic works, such as the persecuted maiden or the labyrinthine 
castle, are bestowed upon romance as characteristic of this genre. His apparent confusion 
about the subject matter did not prevent him from concluding that romances, with their 
imaginative value and emotional appeal, were to be considered as dangerous and corruptive.  
 Reeve naturally disagreed with this standpoint, and proceeded to dismantle it from 
its very basis: she placed romances in a diachronic line that from Homer and Virgil led to 
the modern days, all the while underlining their universality. At the same time, she grouped 
The Castle of Otranto together with Tristram Shandy, Gulliver’s Travels and Robinson 
                                                          
23 Clery, E. J., op.cit., p. 35. 
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Crusoe under the category “Novels and Stories Original and Uncommon”, recognizing a 
moral significance in all of them.24 
The 1790’s effulgence of Gothic fiction and its stabilisation as a genre of its own did 
nothing to weaken the contempt that it incited among the literary elite of that time: if 
anything, it created an even greater divide between its supporters and its detractors. What it 
managed to accomplish, however, was a stabilisation of distinctive features that became 
recurring in the following works, automatically triggering an association with the term 
“Gothic” whenever they were employed.  
2.  Past and politics 
The Castle of Otranto is widely recognized as the first Gothic novel, partly because it was 
the first to claim for itself the label “Gothic”, and partly because it was innovative in 
combining specific elements in a prose narration. Those elements were not necessarily 
original, having their predecessors in romances, but also in Shakespeare and in 
contemporary authors; their rearrangement in narrative, however, differed from earlier 
works, creating a pattern that generally involved tormented heroines, greedy and degenerate 
villains, and some sort of dislocation, either spatial or temporal.  
The practice of setting a literary work in a definite or indefinite moment in the past was 
not new, and was decidedly fuelled by the widespread antiquarian mode of the late 18th and 
early 19th century, of which Gray and Macpherson are two apt representatives. The use of 
the term “gothic” with a pejorative connotation was not new either, tracing back to the Italian 
Renaissance, when classicists and humanists with a Roman-centred perspective employed it 
to designate the contrast between the “barbarous”, literary sterile centuries of Germanic rule 
in Italy and the previous splendour of classical literature. This perspective is founded on a 
basic misrepresentation that designates as Gothic the time lapse between the fall of the 
Western Roman Empire in 476 AD and the rise of the Renaissance, while in fact the reign 
of the Ostrogoth Theoderic ended in 526 AD, leaving room for Lombards, Normans and 
Franks and later evolving in medieval Communi and Signorie. This distortion seems to take 
after Vasari in his description of pre-Renaissance architecture, which he alternatively 
defined as “Gothic” and “Germanic” – all the while condemning it as monstrous and 
barbarous.25 Interestingly, the Goths and their history did not bear a similar condemnation 
                                                          
24 Ivi. 
25 Sowerby, Robin, “The Goths in History and Pre-Gothic Gothic”, in Punter, David (ed.), A New Companion 
to the Gothic, Chichester, John Wiley & Sons,Ltd, 2012, p. 33. 
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from Nordic countries, especially Sweden, which proudly claimed a Gothic ancestry in its 
historiography. From a “Germanic” perspective, a victorious tribe that succeeded in 
conquering the land of the greatest empire should have been admirable and praise-worthy; 
yet, the prestige of Italian culture in Elizabethan England promoted the opposite view, one 
that associated it with medieval obscurity.  
This portrayal of the Italian Middle Ages as a time of political instability, artistic demise 
and catholic fervour combined with ignorant superstition was predictably passed on to the 
Augustan Age, whose rational light needed a darkness to illuminate. The dichotomy between 
Roman-classic and Gothic-medieval had mostly remained into the confines of the past, even 
though humanists saw themselves as the ideal recipients of the classical heirloom; the age 
of revolutions took a step further, openly positing a sharp divide between the feudal, 
irrational past  and the progress brought about by the advent of reason: 
The reject of feudal barbarity, superstition, and tyranny was necessary to a culture defining itself in 
diametrically opposed terms: its progress, civilization, and maturity depended on the distance it 
established between the values of the present and the past. The condensation, under the single term 
“Gothic,” of all that was devalued in the Augustan period thus provided a dis-continuous point of 
cultural consolidation and differentiation.26 
A political instance of this stature had to carry weight on the literary creations that chose 
to deal with it, and it is unsurprising that the Gothic outbreak of 1790 was interpreted by its 
contemporaries as “collateral damage from the French Revolution”.27 On the other hand, it 
provided an excellent and morally admissible pretext for authors to explore topics that the 
novel had so far avoided and to incorporate elements that it had discarded – to revive 
romance and innovate it, while under the assumption that certain description could only be 
associated with an uncivilised past.    
Such seems to be Walpole’s design in crafting the complex Chinese box structure of his 
first preface, in which he devises so much as two alter egos and two false documents: the 
antiquarian William Marshal and his English translation of a 1529 Neapolitan document, 
and the author Onuphrio Muralto and his original story, that dates back to the Crusades. The 
device of the false document – or “rediscovered manuscript” – was a widespread, cross-
genre topos, and it is not a coincidence that its first recorded use was in an Alexandrine 
romance (The Incredible Wonders Beyond Thule by Antonius Diogenes), given the 
Alexandrine’s penchant for antiquarianism. The expedient later found appliance in 
romances, as proven by eminent examples such as the prologues to Chrétien de Troyes’ 
                                                          
26 Botting, Fred, “In Gothic Darkly: Heterotopia, History, Culture”, in Punter, David (ed.), op. cit., p. 14. 
27 Miles, Robert, “The 1790s: the effulgence of Gothic”, in Hogle, Jerrold (ed.), op. cit., p. 42 
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romances or Orlando Furioso and Amadís de Gaula; they also influenced 18th-century 
literary production, notably Defoe and Macpherson28. In Gothic fiction, this strategy 
underwent changing fortunes: it was evidently successful for Walpole, whose novel became 
instantly popular by virtue of its aura of mysteriousness, among other factors, and it was 
subsequently chosen by Beckford, whose Vathek exhibits a similar reference to a translation 
of an oriental manuscript. Female novelists of the 18th century, however, tended to reject it 
in favor of a more direct introduction to the narration, even when works of fiction were 
presented as truthful accounts of historical events, as in the case of Sophia Lee’s The Recess. 
Radcliffe’s The Italian does employ the insertion of a manuscript, the signed confession of 
the novel’s villain, but the case is quite different: while it is true that setting the action in the 
past provides the author with a considerable amount of freedom, the two frameworks operate 
in two distinct ways. That is, they do not trigger the same assumptions, since claiming that 
the manuscript is in fact a translation of a previous work elicits a less powerful identification 
between author and narrator than the enclosure of an additional account within the narrative 
frame. Specifically, a translator does not take on the same responsibilities of an author, being 
commonly thought to be a mere vehicle rather than a creator. Given the fine line between 
representation and invention in the public perception of the writing process, it is peculiar 
that women writers did not choose to employ the false document stratagem more often, 
especially because they decided to set their stories in the past as often as man did. If this 
option was preferred for the detachment from contemporary affairs that it provided, hence 
shielding the author from all criticism concerning the narrated events, it would have made 
sense to take a step further and entirely shift the blame to a fictitious author. As Radcliffe, 
Lee and Reeve demonstrate, that was not the case: they preferred to provide the reader with 
historical details, often representing a feudal society – somewhat incongruously, since the 
favored era for their settings seemed to be the 16th century –  vindicating the originality of 
their work, rather than subsuming it under a fictional authorship.  
By observing Gothic novels published before 1800, another distinction between how 
female and male authors dealt with the shared element of the past arises: while female writers 
tended to provide their readers with a detailed temporal background, males preferred to 
eschew precise references, imparting a general idea of the era they chose. For instance, it is 
true that The Castle of Otranto specifies that the Italian manuscript was printed in 1529, but 
the original story is said to trace back to the Crusades, thus providing a period of reference 
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rather than a specific date; Radcliffe, on the other hand, states in the very first line of The 
Mysteries of Udolpho that the year of reference is 1584. Similarly, Vathek lacks any 
indication except for its oriental setting, with a fictional reconstruction of the lineage of the 
Caliph that points to an indefinite time before the Crusades. Reeve, on the contrary, opens 
The Old English Baron with an accurate description: “In the minority of Henry the Sixth, 
King of England, when the renowned John, Duke of Bedford was Regent of France, and 
Humphrey, the good Duke of Gloucester, was Protector of England… .”29 The same is true 
for Lewis, who abstains from any reference to time in The Monk, and Lee, who instead opts 
for a hybrid form, which is part Gothic and part historical novel. Once again, what was at 
stake was the credibility of the author and of narration: men could afford to capitalize on the 
past to have at their disposal a wider set of options; women needed to ground their work in 
historical events, if they decided to stray from realism, in order to dignify their work.  
While authors of Gothic novels valued medieval settings, their contemporaries did not 
always share this preference, mostly because they saw it as a direct link to a feudal society 
in a world that was undergoing powerful political changes. The most common critical 
assessment between the end of 1700 and the first decades of 1800 was that the Gothic genre 
stemmed directly from the French Revolution; whether in reaction to it or in support of it, 
opinions changed from one critic to the other. The Marquis de Sade stated in his essay 
Reflection on the Novel30 that Gothic novels were “the necessary fruits of the revolutionary 
tremors felt by the whole of Europe”,31 revealing the need of novelists of the time to 
transpose onto the page the violence and the horrors that the Revolution had involved. De 
Sade chose to overlook the fact that The Castle of Otranto was written before the outburst 
of the French Revolution, but the core principle remains intact: that is, Gothic novels dealt 
with the precarious state of European institutions, in an era that sought to innovate them with 
unpredictable results. In partial contrast with de Sade’s perspective, Hazlitt did not find 
Gothic novels inherently revolutionary, or directly dealing with the Revolution itself, but 
rather focusing on wavering social structures and their physical equivalents, such as castles 
and abbeys.32If de Sade and Hazlitt adopted a relatively descriptive approach, Burke shifted 
the focus of the discourse in his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), providing 
the term “gothic” with yet another connotation and sparking a new controversy. This 
intervention did not seek to connect the Revolution to the Gothic genre; as a matter of fact, 
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Burke never mentions the adjective “gothic” in this specific essay, focusing instead on the 
notion of chivalry. Specifically, Burke lamented the loss of “the old feudal and chivalrous 
spirit of fealty”33, thus associating the old socio-political structure with a term that evoked 
romance and the qualities it portrayed: loyalty, courtesy and service.  
The response to this conservative overview was swift, but not unanimous: while anti-
Jacobins praised his work as a reminder of the basis of the English constitution, radicals such 
as Mary Wollstonecraft, Thomas Christie and Joseph Priestley condemned it in its entirety, 
deeming it reactionary and regressive. In order to do so, they all selected the term “Gothic” 
in its derogatory meaning of barbarous or medieval, a choice worth commenting on for two 
reasons: firstly, it further testifies that the semantic field of the adjective “gothic” included a 
strong association with connotations afferent to the notion of “past”, especially in the 
restrictive sense of “medieval”. Secondly, that by virtue of this fact, this same concept was 
undergoing a process of politicization that would later stand in the way of its recognition as 
a “respectable” genre. From whatever perspective it was regarded, the Gothic novel could 
not win: conservative critics “by linking Burke’s terror with Robespierre’s […] stripped the 
Gothic of its high literary pretensions, implicitly accusing its authors of being social 
incendiaries, while figuring them as literary sansculottes: in other words, a semiliterate 
mob.”34 Their radical peers, on the other hand, scoffed at the fearless heroes once again 
restoring order in the inevitable final anagnorisis, thus reducing the oppositional charge of 
the couple past/present.    
All of these conclusions were drawn from the assumption that Gothic novels did in fact 
purposely represent the French Revolution; an assumption that was nothing more than a 
conjecture, held to be true by the same critics that had conjured it up. Modern studies tend 
to put it into perspective, taking into account other factors, such as the sociocultural changes 
brought about by the Industrial Revolution 35 and the influence of the German Gothic of 
Schiller and his contemporaries.36 Their most compelling point is the absence of direct 
references to the French Revolution in Gothic novels:  
[…] in certi casi il romanzo gotico è stato considerato come un epifonema letterario del Terrore. In 
realtà, il rapporto è obliquo e agisce a livello latente, con una intensificazione del senso di instabilità 
e di inquietudine per quanto riguarda il già conflittuale rapporto dell’uomo con il mondo […] Il vero 
romanzo gotico ignora gli eventi della rivoluzione francese […] È vero che The Romance of the 
Forest, e The Mysteries of Udolpho […], Matilda Monfort […], The Midnight Bell […], Grasville 
Abbey […], sono ambientati nella Francia dell’Ancien Régime, ma la rivoluzione francese, in questi 
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romanzi, è come se non fosse mai esistita. Essa è una realtà tenacemente «rimossa», e il suo impatto 
si manifesta sull’immaginario…37 
In this respect, Hazlitt was already perceptive in his analysis, which is made more 
complete by the notion of repression. Billi rightly notes that what was at stake in the complex 
relationship between the Gothic and the past, was a feeling of instability only exacerbated 
by the Revolution, which ultimately morphed into the imagery at the authors’ disposal, rather 
than explicitly tackling contemporary issues. Miles shares a similar position, but with an 
insight on further developments of the genre: 
[…] the pre-1794 phase revolves around Burke’s critique of the revolution and its idealization of 
chivalry as a culturally transcendent force. During the early part of 1790s Gothic romances do not 
allegorize the revolution or revolutionary ideas. Instead such works are allegorically inflected. […] 
Up until 1794 much of the discussion was still conditioned by a late Enlightenment sense of the 
desirability of society emancipating itself from feudal structures. Hence in Radcliffe true horror is 
reserved for the fear of finding oneself thrust back into the dark medieval heart of the ancien régime, 
as the modern English traveler believes himself to be at the start of The Italian. After 1794 a new 
sense of modernity emerged as the inrushing of an unrecoverable chaos.38 
The reference to 1794 is to the publication of The Mysteries of Udolpho and Things as 
They Are, or the Adventures of Caleb Williams; the latter judged “the first ostensible Jacobin 
Gothic”.39 Godwin had undeniably designed his novel with this intention in mind; yet Caleb 
Williams hardly signalled the beginning of a streak of “Jacobin” Gothic novels, especially 
since 1794 was also the year in which Robespierre fell prey to the Terror he had helped to 
establish. This event seemingly confirmed conservative positions and fears, reinforcing their 
belief that the English Glorious Revolution had nothing in common with the bloodshed that 
took place in France; it affected English radical authors and thinkers as well, sometimes 
leading them to share the same conclusion, otherwise presenting the limits of reason and of 
self-government. The past was confirmed in its role of a safe space where violence, terror 
and anxieties could be displaced without attracting inconvenient labels. More than that, it 
provided a contrast between civilization and barbarity, violence and order, thus acquiring an 
epideictic value that could be used either to reinforce or to denounce the current state of 
affairs.  
3. Gothic spaces: settings and displacement. 
Of all the features associated with the Gothic genre, those pertaining to setting and space 
are probably the most readily identifiable, having achieved the canonical status of symbols. 
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They are limited in number and almost ubiquitous in 18th and 19th-century fiction, and 
frequently liable for displacement: moonlit scenarios; castles surrounded by forests; ruins 
and abbeys, rarely joined by an equally nocturnal urban setting, tend to be represented as 
remote in space other than time, mainly set in catholic countries such as France, Italy or 
Spain, but also in Germany.  
The most evocative image that is associated with Gothic writing and Gothic novels is 
without any doubt the castle. Needless to say, the two features of space and time are 
inextricable in this type of narration, as a medieval setting called for an appropriate reference 
to architecture; a care that seems only fitting, given that, as already stated, the controversy 
around what was “gothic” arose from this very art form. In architecture, the term “gothic” 
was superimposed to “German” – used not as in a geographical identification, but as a 
synonym for the Middle Ages, maybe in association with the Germanic roots of celebrated 
emperors of the Holy Roman Empire such as Charlemagne or Frederick II Hohenstaufen. 
During the Renaissance, it was predominantly used to describe religious buildings – 
churches, cathedrals and abbeys – while the association with castles and ruins emerged with 
the Romantic movement and the Graveyard poets. Once again, this was an artificial 
operation that did not refer to any existent “gothic” construction, partly because the Goths 
left scarce architectural evidence (to match with a nearly non-existent linguistic legacy) and 
partly because the ones that are still standing, such as the Mausoleum of Theoderic or the 
Basilica of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna, bear no connection to an artistic tendency 
that in fact developed in 12th-century France.  
In the United Kingdom, the first decades of the 18th century saw the advent of the so 
called “gothic revival”. Architects of great stature, such as William Kent, chose to move 
away from neoclassical orderliness to experiment with what was perceived as a new and 
fresh mode, one characterised by the enticement of a newly revaluated past and of 
“picturesque”, a concept drawn from Romanticism. Romantic thinkers played a great part in 
the reshaping of taste that took place in the 18th century: the revival of medievalism embraced 
the newfound perspective according to which emotion became the centre of cognitive 
survey, being the true vehicle of art, which in turn led to the revaluation of “negative” 
emotions, such as terror. Since those emotions could be stirred by nature, as the concepts of 
sublime and picturesque posited, artists should turn to natural sceneries as sources of beauty 
in their greatness and apparent disorder. Chaos and horror became objects which the artist 
should try to represent faithfully, rather than correct using neoclassical precepts. The same 
fervour swept through the literary field, supported by authors with antiquary interests or 
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simply an anti-classicist agenda: Thomas Warton, Edward Young and Thomas Gray, among 
many others, contributed to the diffusion of moonlit castles, abbeys, crypts and ruins, all 
innovative settings that would slowly turn into commonplaces.  
To assign a cognitive value to feelings and emotions and to associate them with nature 
was one of the strategies that led to the investigation of the repressed:  
La tendenza verso il sublime e la forte contaminazione-revitalizzazione da questo operata è 
irreversibile: fatalmente, dalla «visione» pittoresca, […] ci si muove verso l’irrazionalità della natura, 
i suoi aspetti tenebrosi e orridi, e, come si rivela nelle fantasie dei giardini e delle loro finte rovine, 
si lascia via libera alle intuizioni sull’esistenza di regni oscuri e sconfinati all’interno dell’uomo – 
ciò che i moderni hanno chiamato l’inconscio – donde scaturiscono i sentimenti e le passioni. Non 
solo l’occhio del pittore, ma tutto l’interesse dell’artista si allontana dalle cose illuminate dal sole [..] 
è già tracciata qui la via che le intuizioni di natura psicologica seguono per oggettivarsi nella 
intuizione estetica attraverso uno stato intermedio in cui assumono veste metaforica.40 
The choice of semantically dense images, such as the forest or the night, was used in 
association with the ones introduced by pre-Romantic principles and sensitivity to create a 
literary product that strongly resembled an English garden: apparently wild and untouched 
by human hand, it hid a conspicuous amount of arrangement and, to a certain degree, 
artificiality. It is not a chance that Strawberry Hill, Walpole’s mansion in Twickenham, was 
built to replicate the ideal of a medieval castle, rather than any existing fortress, and that it 
became the model for Otranto’s eponymous castle in a circular process of art imitating art. 
That figurative arts frequently became a source of material for Gothic landscapes in literature 
is confirmed by the resemblance between Radcliffe’s descriptions of Italy or Spain – which 
she notably never visited – and pictures by Lorrain and Rosa,41 but this sort of artificiality 
does not suffice to describe the qualities of Gothic spaces. It could not be an accident that 
those carefully selected sceneries all evoke something else: the forest is, and has been since 
ancient myths and sagas, the place where darkness discloses visions about the subconscious, 
where nightmares that speak about heroes and heroines are put into effect and must be 
overcome to achieve maturity. Similarly, the Gothic castle takes the place of a more 
recognizable symbol: the labyrinth, often put in its place or inherited by a murderous villain 
and frequently harbouring a crypt or dungeon that hides unmentionable secrets, not unlike 
the Attican myth of Minos. Ruins, likewise, trigger an almost immediate identification with 
the ruins of the past and can be defined as an icon, more than a symbol, having been 
interpreted predominantly as a signifier for the feudal society – an analysis supported by the 
fact that in the vast majority of Gothic adventures, middle-class values triumph over those 
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of the aristocracy. Abbeys and cathedrals play on a similar level, one that is more inherently 
British: since they are almost invariably catholic, they latch on the well-established, middle-
class dichotomy between protestant ethics and morals and supposed catholic corruption and 
deception. For this reason, they tend to be treated as an alternative to the castle and its 
aristocratic villain, essentially generating the same contraposition between the young 
protagonists embodying the new course and the old unrelenting structures.  
The contrast between a new social order and an old one is also envisaged through another 
topological feature, the isolation of Gothic spaces. Castles and abbeys are by their nature 
removed from urban environments, positioned on a hill or an elevated terrain: from a 
practical perspective, this is intended to achieve a strategic advantage, evidently defensive 
but also centered on maintaining an all-around view of the surrounding land. From a 
psychological point of view, the removal of the physical object – the building – acted as in 
a metonymic process, “removing”, or isolating, its inhabitants and the social structure they 
embodied: the feudal lord is not, and can never be, a part of the community he rules upon. 
This is even more true of  religious figures, be they simple monks or abbots, since they 
deliberately seek for solitude and abstraction, in addition to wielding a greater power than 
the aristocrat, ruling on immortal souls rather than physical bodies. To strengthen the divide 
between readers and the narration, Gothic authors also applied another popular strategy: the 
dislocation in “exotic” countries, mostly European but sometimes, as in the case of Vathek, 
Asian or Middle Eastern as well. The rift between the countries which adhered to the 
Protestant Reformation (such as England and Germany) and those which supported the 
Counter-Reformation (Italy and Spain at the forefront) had left a pervasive anti-Catholic 
preconception in Protestant states. After the Inquisition, Catholicism added to the 
accusations of bigotry and superstition those of cruelty and deceit, and monks and friars lost 
the grain of reverence they retained, on the contrary being blamed as perpetrators of torture 
and injustice. As the 18th century drew to a close, the sentiment had not faded, possibly 
having strengthened after the Enlightenment’s censure of irrational superstitions, supplying 
Romantic and Gothic authors with optimal backgrounds, given the fact that Mediterranean 
countries also kept their fame of fierce emotionality.  Germany, on the other hand, gained 
popularity as a Gothic setting precisely because of its own literary products: Büger’s Lenore 
and Schiller’s Die Räuber and Der Geisterseher influenced heavily English writers both in 
prose and in poetry. 
Inasmuch as those kinds of settings already possessed such a semantic charge, they 
became ideal for the purposes of Gothic writing: villains were free to contrive the most 
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horrifying of plans and carry out the most shocking actions, under the assumption that what 
was described was submitted to a precise condition of existence, that of  “not happening 
here”. An identification of this sort sidesteps the problem of the veracity of the narration, 
allowing the author to use more vivid colours, and at the same time to deal with taboos and 
transcend limitations. This perspective is coherent with Foucault’s notion of “mirror”, a 
liminal space between utopia and heterotopia:  
I believe that between utopias and these quite other sites, these heterotopias, there might be a sort of 
mixed, joint experience, which would be the mirror. The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a 
placeless place. In the mirror, I see myself there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens 
up behind the surface; I am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow that gives my own 
visibility to myself, that enables me to see myself there where I am absent: such is the utopia of the 
mirror. But it is also a heterotopia in so far as the mirror does exist in reality, where it exerts a sort 
of counteraction on the position that I occupy. From the standpoint of the mirror I discover my 
absence from the place where I am since I see myself over there. Starting from this gaze that is, as it 
were, directed toward me, from the ground of this virtual space that is on the other side of the glass, 
I come back toward myself; I begin again to direct my eyes toward myself and to reconstitute myself 
there where I am. The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it makes this place that I 
occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once absolutely real, connected with all 
the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through 
this virtual point which is over there.42 
The space that “Romantic” Gothic novels mirrored was the golden rationality of the 
Augustan age, counteracting tranquil landscapes and blinding light with nocturnal labyrinths 
and medieval superstitions, thus bringing back to attention passions and desires that had been 
buried and suppressed.43 
4.  Themes, plots and characters. 
Gothic plots, like Gothic settings, are characterised by hybridity: events and characters 
derive primarily form romance and drama, with a particular reference to the work of 
Shakespeare, and are altered with new middle-class elements. In order to define how these 
elements merged to constitute the basic framework of the majority of Gothic novels, it is 
once again necessary to use The Castle of Otranto as a basis for comparison, not by virtue 
of its primogeniture, but because later authors felt the need to measure against it, effectively 
making it a model. In addition to the the preference to set the novel in the past and/or in 
“foreign”, predominantly Catholic countries, Walpole already outlined the basic plot that 
would set during the 1790s: 
What we may now see as “classical Gothic,” […], will normally involve dynastic disorders, […] 
defense, or usurpation of an inheritance will threaten (and not infrequently inflict) violence upon 
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hapless (usually female) victims amid a supernatural ambience. Often (but not always) the heroin 
will be saved, the villain unmasked, and the supernatural phenomena dispersed (explained or 
confirmed, as the case may be). 44 
In addition to that, The Castle of Otranto displays a remarkable array of models: 
“…disparati elementi letterari, tratti dalle favole, dalle avventure picaresche, dalle ballate, 
dal romanzo cavalleresco, dal dramma, dai racconti orientali.”45 As already stated, the 
indebtedness to those elements is freely acknowledged by Walpole, who openly lists them 
in his preface: for instance, he mentions Shakespeare as “the great master of nature.”46 With 
this statement, Walpole was justifying a stylistic choice, that of mixing tragic and comic 
through the use of socially diverse characters: the aristocratic protagonists were granted the 
high register of tragedy, while the lowly servants were entrusted with the function of comic 
relief. Shakespeare’s influence, however, extended well beyond stylistic features, having 
significant effects on the plot: 
Scratch the surface of any Gothic fiction and the debt to Shakespeare will be there. To begin with 
there are key scenes of supernatural terror that are plundered by Walpole and then by many other 
fiction writers: the banquet scene, the vision of the dagger, and the visit to the cave of the three 
witches in Macbeth; the phantasmagoria of the tent scene in Richard III; and above all, the ghost 
scenes from Hamlet. 47 
This imagery, that imbued later developments of Gothic fiction, also included incest, 
usurpation, revenge and madness, again drawn primarily from Hamlet, but present in the 
majority of Shakespeare’s Jacobean plays as well. As can be easily inferred, those were all 
problematic themes for the emerging middle-class morals, and what is more, they clashed 
with the prevailing rationalism of the 18th century. It is not surprising, then, that Walpole 
chose to validate them with an explicit reference to the Bard, England’s most beloved poet, 
whose authority had just been reasserted, after Voltaire’s attacks, in a wave of national pride 
following the Seven Year’s War48. The theme of revenge, almost constant in Gothic writing, 
was especially moulded on the example of Hamlet, usually being presented by the ghost of 
one of the hero’s relatives or predecessors, who was murdered by the villain (or one of his 
ancestors) to take possession of the protagonist’s proprieties or to fulfil a scheme aimed at a 
similar result. The core theme associated with revenge is thus usurpation, closely related to 
the problem of property, as will be shortly illustrated.   
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Romance, too, provided ground for the construction of Gothic plots, even if its direct 
influence should be put in proper perspective, given the fact that clear-cut distinctions 
between literary genres are often impossible. A case in point is the backbone of Gothic 
adventures, which generally comprises a young, naïve maiden and a valiant young man 
falling in love with each other, and an evil relative – often an uncle – who comes between 
the happy pair, posing tasks to both the hero and the heroine. While this sequence of events 
is commonly defined as typical of romance, it is actually an even more ancient archetype, 
already largely explored in Greek myth, Plautus’s comedy and oriental tales. Romance 
developed these themes, however, enriching this basic structure with features such as 
“numerous coincidences, the promiscuous mixing of history and fiction, absurd idealism, 
and over-the-top heroics”49, all elements that would in turn be assimilated by Gothic novels. 
Naturally, assimilation did not imply a blatant repetition of canonical features: the process 
of hybridisation, however homogeneous, often reveals a reshaping imposed by the same 
social and stylistic issues that problematized the reception of romance in 1700. Between the 
end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th, the contradictions that had begun to 
take shape during the previous decades seemed to reach their apex, shaping not only public 
life, with the distinction between aristocratic and middle-class values, but also the 
intellectual debate, consolidating the gap between rational and irrational, realism and 
fantasy, “serious” and “commercial” literature. For all its comprehensiveness, Gothic fiction, 
with its strong bond with the repressed, was also the best medium to represent the anxieties 
that stemmed from the Modern fragmentation. Some of the effects of this disunion must have 
affected the Gothic genre itself, if Ann Radcliffe already pointed out the existence of two 
kinds of Gothic, the “terror Gothic” and the “horror Gothic”: 
The first of these holds characters and readers mostly in anxious suspense about threats to life, safety, 
and sanity kept largely out of sight or in shadows or in suggestions from a hidden past, while the 
latter confronts the principal characters with the gross violence of physical or psychological 
dissolution, explicitly shattering the assumed norms (including the repression) of everyday life with 
wildly shocking, and even revolting, consequences.50  
Thus, Walpole’s vocation of mixing the probable and the improbable became a reference 
value to which authors felt more or less compelled to adhere, often opting for a compromise. 
Mainly, however, contradictions had the effect of rendering the relationship of Gothic novels 
with their source material dialectic, more than ever adherent to Foucault’s notion of 
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“mirror”: Gothic texts became the space in which dichotomies coexisted, problematized but 
not always solved.  
A dichotomy that well represents Gothic complexity is the contrast between dynastic 
ambitions and the happy solution of the love affair, since what may seem an innocuous theme 
harbours a set of interconnected problems that require a more profound analysis. The theme 
is developed in roughly the same way by almost every “classic” Gothic author, following 
Walpole’s example: the villain of the story, a cruel aristocrat, sets his mind on marrying the 
young and innocent heroine for dynastic purposes, either to acquire her property or to ensure 
an offspring to his lineage. The hero, often the true and oblivious heir to the villain’s estate 
and title – but not always, since the same position may be occupied by the heroine – must 
embark on the double endeavour to defuse the villain’s plots, generally exposing him as an 
usurper, and to physically set his beloved free from a labyrinthine space. This fairly ordinary 
narrative gives rise to two related issues, one afferent to the significance of the characters, 
and the other to socio-political observations. At a first glance, with the exception of some of 
Radcliffe’s novels, characters in early Gothic fiction were rather one-dimensional, often 
betraying their genesis in romance.  Their actions clearly conformed to a pre-ordinate set of 
fixed possibilities that quickly turned into commonplaces, comforting readers with a sense 
of familiarity, if not repetitiveness. And yet, behind this reassuringly predictable façade, the 
three dominant roles bring to light buried anxieties that permeated the 18th-century 
sensibility.  
The character that is perhaps less innovative with respect to the previous tradition is the 
hero: young, beautiful and genteel, his many qualities make him stand out among highborn 
and peasants alike even when he is unaware of his noble birth, reasserting the quite un-
bourgeois sentiment by which nobility is linked to aristocracy and inherited by parentage. 
This conservative depiction also mixes elements of the realist novel and romance to reinforce 
the absolute positivity of the male protagonist. As in romance, he has to face a sequence of 
vicissitudes generally set in some sort of dungeon or forest; they are sometimes interspersed 
with elements of the supernatural, frequently in the form of an abetting ghost, give the hero 
so little respite as to sound at least out of the ordinary, when not decidedly absurd. In addition 
to that, when a final anagnorisis is envisaged, it usually follows the consolidate procedure 
of the recovery of telling objects such as a ring or a brooch, or the discovery of a birthmark, 
both always upheld by a trustworthy witness. At the same time, the qualities that the young 
man needs to succeed in his quests are not limited to bravery and physical vigour: to stand 
up to the cunning schemes of the villain he must rely on his own intelligence and rationality, 
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sometimes showing a level of initiative that romance heroes tend to lack, but that is 
nevertheless quite stereotyped when compared to the realist novel.  
Compared with the hero, the villain usually exhibits more distinctive and original traits, 
possibly because as a negative example the antagonist is less subjected to identification on 
behalf of readers, and therefore can be more safely employed to subvert the established 
order. Normally male, in Walpole’s Otranto he still conforms to the convention of the 
powerful man, corrupted by its own privileged position into thinking that no action is 
despicable, as long as it suits his designs. So much so, that sometimes Gothic villains are 
simply too evil to be realistic, rather embodying an assortment of taboos: from Otranto’s 
Manfred to Ambrosio in The Monk and many others, the collection of their deeds includes 
the murder of relatives (from fratricide, to matricide, to attempted uxoricide); incest; 
infanticide; rape; and demonianism. When confronted with these actions, their relentless 
attempts at appropriating titles and possessions that do not belong to them become instantly 
more convincing, only adding to their proven viciousness. In Radcliffe’s novels, these traits 
disappear or are paired with a remarkable intelligence and a rather more complex 
personality, which on the one hand renders the villain more interesting and believable, but 
for the same reasons dangerously promotes empathy in the reading public. Motives, 
however, remain sufficiently fixed notwithstanding the author: what the villain craves is 
often the hand of the heroine in marriage, either for himself or for a convenient stand-in, to 
beget a lineage or to acquire some sort of possession. This attitude is particularly 
unsurprising when paralleled to the social function occupied by the antagonist, that of the 
aristocratic representative of a feudal – and Catholic – system. Classic Gothic villains are 
typically divided into two categories: the nobleman and the Catholic clergyman. In some 
cases, the two positions coincide, as in the case of abbots, in others the reader must settle for 
an ordinary monk, or count, or baron. What bonds together all of these titles or occupations, 
is that they were perceived firstly as obsolete in a modern, protestant state, and secondly as 
typical of Mediterranean or at least Continental countries, thus removed both in time and 
space – and Clara Reeve, the first author to set a novel in England, felt the need to reassert 
in the very title that her English Baron was, indeed, old. This removal was still ineffectual 
in fully hiding the underlying anxiety surrounding the transition from aristocracy to middle 
class: what the evil barons or clergymen try to do in the majority of those novels, is to secure 
that the status quo is preserved. From their perspective, their plans serve to guarantee that 
the estate is passed on to the family that presently retains it (even when it is not the legitimate 
one) and that nobility of birth be considered the paramount criterion in selecting a bride or a 
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groom for their heirs. The question whether or not they are successful, is of difficult solution. 
At first sight, it would seem that they are not: the villains’ deceit are finally unmasked, 
possessions are restored to their true heirs and marriage of love triumphs over marriage of 
convenience. Per contra, the final anagnorisis, that proves that the hero is a suitable match 
for the aristocratic heroine or vice versa, essentially reasserts the principle by which 
birthright is a value to protect, at the same time bestowing the seal of appropriateness to the 
love match, turning it into one of convenience, too. This contrast only serves to illustrate 
how Gothic novels tend to present dichotomies and anxieties to the readers, but not 
necessarily attempt at resolving them.  
The heroine occupies a similar position, often serving as the joining link between middle 
class and aristocracy, but rarely presenting a possible conciliation that falls outside marriage 
and an upgrade in the social status of one of the protagonists. Their portrayal once again 
takes into account two different attitudes towards the characterization of the female 
protagonist, one more archaic and the other definitely new: for the most part, heroines are 
allowed an unconventional amount of dynamism, often embarking on dangerous journeys 
and acting as detectives ante litteram to at least try and set themselves free from external 
pressure. However, their flair for independence is in the majority of cases frustrated by the 
failure of their plans, and their consequent recapture and imprisonment; to be decisively 
rescued, they still depend considerably on the agency of the male hero, invalidating their 
exertion of will power. Moreover, the qualities that heroines embody, including innocence, 
virginity, and endurance, are both connected to the middle class value system and to classic 
archetypes, while the trait of sensitivity is more decidedly modern, making it complex to 
trace boundaries and decide whether they are innovative figures or not. Radcliffe’s advent 
tips the scales in favour of the first perspective: 
Female readership was increasing by leaps and bounds in the middle classes from the 1760s on, so 
she and her many imitators had great encouragement to develop the primal Gothic scene of a woman 
confined and turn it into a journey of women coming into some power and property […] albeit with 
a still-antiquated and male-dominated world full of terrors for every female.51 
It is true that Radcliffe increasingly grants economic autonomy to her heroines, moving 
from the more conventional The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne to culminate in Emily St. 
Aubert’s regaining of her possessions in The Mysteries of Udolpho. Ultimately, however, 
what sanctions the happy ending is the marriage to the hero, thus transferring to the new-
formed couple, rather than to the heroine alone, the management of her possessions. The 
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conflict surrounding property is not strictly specific of Radcliffe’s novels, being instead the 
thread that connects all early Gothic novels; significantly, from The Castle of Otranto 
onwards, family and estate became the cornerstone of the conflict between aristocracy and 
middle class: 
[…] the victory of virtue is accompanied by the restitution of property: chivalric virtues are superseded by 
commercial values so that “virtue” means “economic viability.” Indeed, the heroine must treat herself as a 
“commodity” in a consumer culture where virtue signals the subjection of women to the laws governing the 
exchange of property. 
In this perspective, heroines are a double counterpart to villains: from a moral point of 
view, they personify a principle of goodness and innocence that opposes one of damnation 
and cruelty52; from a socio-political point of view, they epitomize the middle class ideal of 
progress and social order, as opposed to the villain’s archaism and isolation from society. 
That the heroine represents “a bright bourgeois future of enlightened sensibility in conflict 
with at least one representative of the old, dark, feudal order”53 is confirmed by the fact that, 
as already stated, villains retain antiquated titles, or alternatively, a position in an institution, 
the Catholic Church, that was regarded as similarly obsolete and corrupted. Another factor 
that contributes to the complexity of the issue is the isolation of the antagonists and how it 
is tied to social unity – and thus, stability. The effect of the French Revolution included 
anxieties concerning the transition between political structures and orders, anxieties that 
were articulated in the juxtaposition of the old and the new, but can also be recognized in 
the widespread genre of the Banditti, which acquired immense popularity after Schiller’s 
Die Räuber was published. The question, “whether it was right, in corrupt times, to form an 
outlaw society”54, was also combined with the fear of conspiracies: the so-called “German 
tales” introduced to the English reading public the notion of the “Illuminati”, a  
[…] revolutionary band of Freemasons allegedly founded in Ingolstadt […] that […] secured 
converts by bamboozling their initiates through a series of visual and aural tricks employing magic 
lanterns, magnets, electrical devices, and exploding powders. Once the reason of initiates had folded 
under the stress of inexplicable mysteries, their minds would be putty in the hands of their masters, 
who plotted the overthrow of monarchies across Europe.55 
Schiller was again responsible for initiating this narrative in England: his novel Der 
Gaisterseher (translated in English in 1795) already contained the fascinating concoction of 
unease towards scientific discoveries (such as magnetism and electricity) and social concern 
that would be so successful in Victorian literature. Moreover, it was the first to equate the 
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methods and aims of the Illuminati with those of the Inquisition: both “the Sicilian”, a 
Freemason, and “the Armenian”, an Inquisitor, rely on staging supernatural events to 
manipulate the impressionable “German Prince” in order to control him politically. The 
reference to the Inquisition, too, achieved a widespread circulation, mostly after it was 
picked up by Radcliffe in The Italian and Lewis in The Monk:  
The Inquisition appeared in 1797, followed by the anonymous The Libertines in 1798, and a 
translation of Kotzebue’s The Escape in 1799. Mrs. F. C. Patrick’s The Jesuit (1799) marked a return 
to Schiller’s premise that the true masters of the dark arts were Catholic agents. Godwin’s St. Leon 
(1799) followed suit.56 
For Radcliffe, the choice of the Inquisition plot was entirely consistent with her trademark 
ending, the “explained supernatural”, a form in which all the mysterious events that infused 
the novel with suspense were eventually led back to rational explanations. Lewis, on the 
other hand, piled on the supernatural with demonic evocations: the two models became 
referents for later developments of the Gothic genre, providing posterior authors with two 
possible choices: to follow Radcliffe’s lead and solve the mystery with rational explanations, 
or to adhere to Walpole’s and Lewis’s form, and leave the supernatural events unexplained.  
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II. From Romantic Gothic to its Victorian descendants. 
 
1. The reception of Gothic after 1790 
The Romantics’ interchange with Gothic fiction is multifaceted: while the bond between 
the two is undeniably present, Romantic writers tended to distance themselves from a genre 
that continued to be perceived as low. Following the success of Radcliffe’s novels and of 
Lewis’s The Monk, Minerva Press, a publishing house that specialized in the publication of 
Gothic novels, flooded the market with works that were not always up to the standards of 
their predecessors. Lane, another Gothic-oriented publisher, took the same route, 
commissioning a series of imitations of Radcliffe and Lewis mainly penned by female 
writers57, something that further reduced the reputation of women writers in the literary 
establishment. This move evidently capitalized on the demand for any literary product that 
was labelled as “Gothic”, regardless of its quality, and if this commercialization managed to 
turn the Gothic from a recreational sub-genre to a force to be reckoned with, it also “served 
to amplify longstanding anxieties about the spread of literacy and the growth of an 
undisciplined reading public”58. The attitude of the literati of the time – namely, of the 
Romantic Movement – was at the very least ambivalent: typically, they combined the praise 
of specific works or qualities and a more general reproach of the genre, while reutilising 
Gothic elements in their own works. For instance, Walter Scott defined Ann Radcliffe as 
“the first poetess of romantic fiction”59, but at the same time referred to his own works from 
1796 to 1801 as his “German-mad phase”60, with a clear derogatory intent. Similarly, Byron 
decreed that Walpole was “the father of the first romance, and of the last tragedy in our 
language, and surely worthy of a higher place than any living writer, be he who he may”61 
but satirized Gothic stylistic features in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers; Wordsworth 
and Coleridge followed a similar path, first imitating or translating Schiller and then 
recanting. And yet, all of these authors made use of Gothic elements in their works, as 
evidenced by “Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1798) and Christabel (1797-1800), 
Wordsworth’s ballads, […] Scott’s Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805) and the bulk of Byron’s 
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poetic production between 1813 and 1818.”62 This apparent contradiction is explained by 
the fact that authors of the early 19th century had to take into account two diametrically 
opposed considerations: that the popularity of Gothic made it an attractive genre for writers 
who aspired to success, but that at the same time, it created an almost inescapable label.  
The association with Gothic fiction was something less than desired by a class of 
intellectuals that explicitly identified a distinction between high and low literature, educated 
and uneducated public. The mass production of Gothic novels by Minerva Press had instilled 
the perception of this genre as an almost industrial product, devoid of artistic value and 
destined to an unrefined audience, which applauded sensationalism and was not able to 
understand or value “true” literature. On top of that, Gothic literature had another great fault: 
it was indelibly linked to female writing and a female public, once again considered unable 
to confront themselves with works that exceeded the recreational intent. Nonetheless, Gothic 
features had a great appeal on writers of every stature, not only by virtue of practical 
considerations such as the economic return of an immensely popular genre, but also because 
the Romantic focus on the inner life and on imagination combined well with the cognitive 
surveys that this subversive genre could sustain. As a result, 19th-century authors who sought 
to use particular Gothic elements to enrich their narration attempted at neutralizing their 
association with its low status by using two typically Gothic devices: the setting in the past 
and the explained supernatural. Walter Scott chose both in his The Lay of the Last Minstrel 
(1805), where the 16th-century setting combines with the Schillerian figure of Michael Scott, 
a man “addicted to the abstruse studies of judical astrology, alchemy, physiognomy, and 
chiromancy”63 who the common folk believes to be a wizard. The detachment from this 
perspective is provided both by irony and by means of an explanatory preface, which 
contextualizes the poem from the perspective of antiquarianism64. Byron hinted at the 
pretence of the rediscovered manuscript in the introduction to his poem The Giaour: a 
Fragment of a Turkish Tale (1813), and provided extensive notes to “debunk as baseless 
‘superstitions’ the very materials – the scorpion’s suicides (line 434n), ‘evil eyes’ (612n), 
vampires (755n), and episodes of second sight (1077n) – that he indulges in most strongly.”65 
That his primary concern in doing so was not accuracy but respectability, is proven by the 
fact that the notes to later editions, when the poem had already been acclaimed as a critical 
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success, tend to lose their “scholarly affect” to become more “facetious”.66 Coleridge was 
probably the most vocal in distancing himself from Gothic writing and Matthew Lewis’s 
The Monk in particular, probably because of the association provoked by his poem The Mad 
Monk (1800). One might wonder whether he had his colleagues’ antiquarianism in mind 
when he selected an archaic language – contrary to the preference for common language 
proclaimed by Wordsworth in the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads – for his Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner, but this is probably reading too much into what is nothing but a stylistic choice. At 
any rate, the first decades of 1800 undeniably saw the beginning of a process by which 
Gothic structures, topoi or characterisations found their way in texts that publicly dismissed 
them. Gothic features, however, were not always treated as diminishing and consequently 
invalidated, as Mary Shelley and Charles Maturin demonstrated: both Frankenstein and 
Melmoth the Wanderer acknowledge their lineage, with the initial critical setback that was 
to be expected.  
Maturin’s novel was published in 1820, two years after Frankenstein, but even if it 
contains innovative elements with respect to the previous tradition, it remains far more 
conservative than Shelley’s masterpiece. Its originality lies mainly in its complex tale-
within-the-tale structure: each story that the author narrates is connected to the following 
one by a chaining that uses the insertion of a new character, and the only character that ties 
them all together is the titular Melmoth, a damned wanderer. The five Tales tackle one or 
more Gothic features each: Stanton’s Tale contains a cursed portrait; the Tale of the Spaniard 
deals with the Inquisition and the flight from a monastery; the Tale of the Indians presents 
many references to Lewis’s The Monk, with the innocent maiden tempted by a demonic 
figure and the death of the illegitimate child. The Tale of the Guzman’s Family deals with 
property and usurpation, and finally, the Lover’s Tale returns to the theme of the deceived 
woman. The background frame is resumed in the last section, The Wanderer’s Dream, where 
Melmoth dreams of his damnation and finally disappears forever, again echoing Ambrosio’s 
fate in The Monk. In letting each character relate one of these digressions, Maturin dealt with 
plurivocity in a way that was at the same time a continuation of earlier expedients, such as 
the insertion of manuscripts and letters, and an innovative fusion of different psychological 
insights, that have the effect of problematizing an otherwise fully evil character, the satanic 
Melmoth. In every Tale, Melmoth tempts a different character with a different background, 
and the variety of their reactions and perceptions of Melmoth himself unite to form a 
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multifaceted description of the protagonist; it is remarkable that he remains, in fact, the 
villain of the story, providing a more complex model for Gothic writers to come. The half-
Faustian, half-Miltonic figure of Melmoth, who trades his soul for a longer life and can only 
be saved if he manages to make someone take his place, also immediately echoes both Victor 
Frankenstein and his Creature. Composed in the two years following Frankenstein’s 
publication, it contains a similar reference to the melancholic genius: “What lies behind all 
this terror of the ambiguities of human aspiration: a fear that the very attempt to seek 
necessarily involves transgression and thereby plunges one into melancholy.”67 The concept 
of melancholy, derived from Galenic psychology, acquired precise features during the 
Elizabethan age, where an initially negative temperament became associated with the genius: 
“[…] the ‘gifts’ of Saturn, the numbering and measuring studies attributed to the 
melancholic, were to be cultivated as the highest kind of learning which brought man nearest 
to the divine.”68 Marlowe’s characterization of Faust (and thus its epigones) is closely related 
to this theorization, and in some ways transcends it, since what Faust does is to move away 
from the divine to look even further. The disappearance of Melmoth at the end of the novel, 
the uncertainty of his fate, reminds us of the impossibility of finding a definitive answer to 
the existential interrogatives that both he and his “victims” share. Moreover, it accentuates 
the fundamental sense of abandonment felt by men of the early 19th century: religion had 
been deprived of authority by reason, but reason had not pointed to more definite answers. 
As a result, the feeling to be “at the mercy of larger powers”69 was not anymore sustained 
by faith in God or in human progress, generating doubts and uncertainty rather than 
optimism. Mary Shelley, similarly to Maturin, deals with these repressed fears by tracing 
parallels with works that were already canonical, such as Milton’s Paradise Lost or her 
father’s philosophical enquiries, but at the same time maintained her individuality by 
avoiding Gothic clichés or by transforming them.  
The revolutionary impact of Frankenstein was not clearly estimated at the time, partly 
due to Percy Shelley’s fame, and partly because as a nineteen-year-old woman that chose 
unquestionably morbid settings for her novel, Mary was exposed to a threefold prejudice 
aimed at belittling her artistic accomplishments. It does Scott credit that he was willing to 
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overcome his apparent aversion for Gothic fiction to give a quite accurate assessment of 
Shelly’s motives in selecting this particular genre: 
A more philosophical and refined use of the supernatural in works of fiction, is proper to that class 
in which the laws of nature are represented as altered, not for the purpose of pampering the 
imagination with wonders, but in order to shew the probable effect which the supposed miracles 
would produce on those who witnessed them. In this case, the pleasure ordinarily derived from the 
marvellous incidents is secondary to that which we extract from observing how mortals like ourselves 
would be affected, “By scenes like these which, daring to depart/ from sober truth, are still to nature 
true.”70 
Psychological enquiry is, in fact, Shelley’s supreme concern in Frankenstein, even when 
she purposefully excite terror in her readers. It should be noted that when this review was 
published, in 1818, Scott still held the belief that the writer was none other than Percy 
Shelley, as supposedly revealed by the novel’s dedication to William Godwin – Mary’s 
father and, consequently, Percy’s father-in-law. He also attempted at distancing the novel 
from dangerous associations, remarking that it was “written in plain and forcible English, 
without exhibiting that mixture of hyperbolical Germanisms with which tales of wonder are 
usually told, as if it were necessary that the language should be as extravagant as the 
fiction.”71 In addition to that, the Gothic elements that are so readily identifiable for the 
contemporary reader were disguised just enough to make them less immediately 
recognizable for Mary Shelley’s contemporaries:  
The moldering abbey is transformed into Victor’s laboratory, with Victor as cloistered monk/student. 
A buried incest motif underlies Victor’s betrothal to his “more than sister”, Elizabeth. The towering 
specter becomes an artificial man eight feet high, the secret tribunal becomes the secret ballot of the 
Geneva magistracy. The villain’s pursuit of the maiden becomes the mutual pursuit of Victor and his 
Creature. It has a fatal portrait (Caroline Frankenstein’s) and sublime landscapes (the Alps and the 
Artic wastes). The Creature, an Un-dead patched from corpses, is explicitly compared to a vampire 
and a mummy. The embargoed secret is that of human creation itself.72 
Her reasons to disguise these features could be more profound than simply distancing 
herself from the Gothic genre: if that was her intent, actually, the corpse reanimation and 
brutal killing of many of the characters for vengeance would have been similarly masked, or 
entirely omitted. Shelley rather actualizes elements that had lost their initial pliability and 
freshness, appropriating them to her era and its concerns. For instance, the process of the 
doubling of characters, which was already subtly in place in The Castle of Otranto with the 
figures of Matilda and Isabella, and in many authors from Sophia Lee, to Radcliffe, to the 
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Minerva press proselytes, explicitly resurfaced in Frankenstein in close relation to repressed 
anxieties and abjections. In the symmetrical pairs Victor/Creature and Victor’s 
mother/Elizabeth, the contrast between reason and nature is indissolubly linked with the 
“abject” concept of death and the western repression of its sole idea. In Kristeva’s words,  
The corpse (or cadaver: cadere, to fall), […] upsets even more violently the one who confronts it as 
fragile and fallacious chance. A wound with blood and pus, or the sickly, acrid smell of sweat, of 
decay, does not signify death. In the presence of signified death—a flat encephalograph, for 
instance—I would understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater, without makeup or masks, 
refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live. […] There, I am at the 
border of my condition as a living being. My body extricates itself, as being alive, from that border. 
Such wastes drop so that I might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and my entire 
body falls beyond the limit—cadere, cadaver. If dung signifies the other side of the border, the place 
where I am not and which permits me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that 
has encroached upon everything. It is no longer I who expel, "I" is expelled. The border has become 
an object. How can I be without border? That elsewhere that I imagine beyond the present, or that I 
hallucinate so that I might, in a present time, speak to you, conceive of you—it is now here, jetted, 
abjected, into "my" world. Deprived of world, therefore, I fall in a faint. […] The corpse, seen without 
God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection. It is death infecting life […] something rejected 
from which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as from an object. […] It is 
thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. 
What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite. 73 
Kristeva’s notion is markedly relevant for the Gothic genre and Frankenstein in 
particular, since it deals with states of hybridization that affect and disrupt our strategies for 
coping with the repressed. What Victor does when confronted with the results of his own 
blurring of the boundary between life and death is precisely to faint, and to fall into a state 
of unconsciousness from which uncompromised characters, such as his friend Clerval, have 
the task of retrieving him. Scientific research and its possible negative outcomes are also at 
the core of this text: Darwin’s studies on the origin of species was still far from being 
published, but galvanism was very popular at the time, and the rapid technological 
advancement of the beginning of the century sparked a debate concerning human 
possibilities and responsibilities. Even considering the creation of the monster as a metaphor 
for the work of art, the anxiety regarding creation remains, possibly heightened by the fact 
that Mary Shelley was a woman writer. The dichotomy between nature and reason is pivotal 
in both interpretations: in the first case, nature and its cycles are seen in contrast with the 
intervention of human reason; in the second, a poetry focused on the representation of nature 
faces the need to investigate the depths of human psyche. As in Melmoth the Wanderer, The 
Faustian interrogative on the restrictions of the human reason is paired with a muddling of 
good and bad, rational and irrational, dream sequence and diary entry, so that the reader is 
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forced to ask himself the same questions that torture the protagonists of the book: what is 
the limit of our knowledge, and how do we know when we have gotten too far.  
This trait is what unites the lower products of Minerva Press or Lane and works of art 
such as Frankenstein or the Romantic Gothic poems: the isolation of the individual, his 
helplessness before powers that he cannot fully comprehend, and the unsuitableness of 
institutions and conventions that are no longer solid and reliable. In both Melmoth and 
Frankenstein, marriage is no longer the happy conclusion of a series of terrible events (if 
anything, it triggers more tragedy and suffering); creation is fruitless, subjected to 
destruction; not reason nor providence, finally, can console the individual. And yet, all of 
these calamities are often not the working of an one-dimensional villain, nor a matter of ill 
fortune, but the projection of “mysterious fears […] in which the instinctual self, separated 
from the conscious will, reemerges, stigmatized as a criminal.”74 
1.1.  Gothic parodies: Northanger Abbey and Nightmare Abbey 
A binary distinction between rejection and recovery of Gothic tropes does not exhaust the 
subject of the reception of this genre after 1790, since it leaves out the most comprehensive 
and critical approach: that of parody. The two more significant and influential works on this 
front are undoubtedly Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey and Thomas Love Peacock’s 
Nightmare Abbey. Although only one year apparently separates them,75 these novels display 
remarkable distinctions in tone and scope, in particular targeting two different types of 
Gothic writing: Austen focused on Radcliffean novels, while Peacock primarily satirized the 
melancholic attitude of Romantic writers such as his friend Percy Shelley or George Gordon 
Byron. Northanger Abbey’s first draft, however, dates back to 1798-9976 and is focused 
primarily on the reception of the 1790 Gothic outburst, while Nightmare Abbey was written 
between the end of March and the beginning of June 181877 by an author which was deeply 
involved with the literary circle that was the subject of his parody.  
If we rely on the testimony offered by Cassandra Austen, Jane’s sister, Northanger Abbey 
(then called Susan) was composed sometime between 1798 and 1799.78 Its publication 
history, however, is rather convoluted: a first attempt of having it published was made only 
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in 1803, but nothing came of it, since the editor, Benjamin Crosby, after purchasing the 
manuscript for £10 never got it into print. Austen made an unsuccessful attempt at recovering 
the copy in 1809, finally succeeding to do so with the aid of her brother Henry in 1816. After 
almost twenty years from its original formulation, the story appeared to its author as partially 
“obsolete”,79 an opinion that she expressed in the preface to the new edition of the novel. 
Her discouragement with the prospects of success of Northanger Abbey is probably at the 
core of her decision of abandoning its publication, a project carried out by Cassandra and 
Henry after her death. Two years before her death, Austen was a celebrated author, one 
whose name alone was guarantee of decent, when not exceptional, sales; yet, when 
confronted with the possibility of sharing one of her first endeavours with the public, she 
opted for keeping it on a shelf. What appears to be a questionable authorial choice is actually 
motivated by a line of reasoning that would not have been lost on a perceptive writer such 
as Austen: that is, that the effectiveness of her parody would inevitably be dimmed by the 
change in tastes that society and the reading public underwent in those years. In 1798, the 
thirst for Gothic fiction had reached a peak that, as previously mentioned, produced a legion 
of inferior works that capitalized on its fame to boost the sales of publishing houses, 
recycling well-known tropes derived mostly from Radcliffe’s and Lewis’ novels. Novelists 
found themselves in the position of either repudiate this “anti-naturalist” trend, or become 
the target of the ridicule of the literary establishment; in addition to that, both “romances” 
and female writers lost much credibility in the eyes of critics, which incensed historiography 
as an alternative to the degeneration brought about by the gory Gothic novels. Northanger 
Abbey captures and problematizes this specific setting and critical reception of “irrational” 
material, thus functioning at its best when read in connection with the cultural climate of the 
time. The beginning of the 19th century, however, had become Romantic territory, riddled 
by innovators and scandalous personalities such as Lord Byron and the Shelleys – 
personalities that are aptly translated in the tenants and guests of Nightmare Abbey. The time 
lapse between Northanger Abbey’s conception and its publication thus accounts for the 
profound difference existing between two texts of similar nature: the satire of Gothic fiction 
and of its perpetrators.  
As stated by Benedict and Le Faye, Austen “planned the action as a parody, or rather, a 
double parody, of the popular fiction of the period – the conduct novels or novels of manners 
on the one hand, and the gothic romances on the other.” Such a duality can explain the 
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contrast highlighted by some critic, between the “Bath” portion of the novel and the 
“Northanger Abbey” section. Indeed, the portrayal of Bath’s frivolous and superficial 
exchange of pleasantries between members of the upper class (and middle-upper class) that 
is the hunting ground of the duplicitous Isabella Thorpe and her family of social climbers 
owes something to the plot by which  
The heroine enters the world, encounters fortune-hunters, rakes, and false friends, masters the 
unstated rules of etiquette and wins the heart of a noble suitor through her natural superiority, 
exhibited and refined through a series of social and moral tests.80 
Conformingly, Catherine Morland, an unlikely but relatable heroine, on her first days in 
Bath is left to her own (unremarkable) devices by an inane chaperone and falls prey to the 
schemes of the conniving Thorpes – notably, so does her more experienced and less 
impressionable brother, who is incapable of seeing through the coquettish attitude of Isabella 
until confronted with proof of her ill-faith.  
Similarly, the events that take place at Northanger Abbey, the Tilney’s family estate, are 
designed to systematically satirize many tropes of Gothic fiction: Catherine is an avid reader 
of Gothic novels, particularly by Anne Radcliffe (whose Mysteries of Udolpho is the main 
target of Austen’s parody), to the point of losing perception of what is rational and, above 
all, appropriate to think. The author seems to have fun with what was probably perceived at 
the time as a catalogue of Gothic “must-haves”: a mysterious manuscript turns out to be a 
shopping list, unspeakable secrets are mere fabrications of the protagonist’s overexcited 
fantasy, and what Catherine expected to be a hunted manor turns out to be a quite modern 
and comfortable dwelling, for instance. Catherine’s insistence in posing as a Gothic heroine 
– one that she did not exhibit in Bath – is thus dismantled episode by episode, until she is 
finally scolded by the hero, the rational Henry Tilney, who remarks: 
Dear Miss Morland, consider the dreadful nature of the suspicions you have entertained. What have 
you been judging from? Remember the country and the age in which we live. Remember that we are 
English, that we are Christians. Consult your own understanding, your own sense of the probable, 
your own observation of what is passing around you—Does our education prepare us for such 
atrocities? Do our laws connive at them? Could they be perpetrated without being known, in a 
country like this, where social and literary intercourse is on such a footing; where every man is 
surrounded by a neighbourhood of voluntary spies, and where roads and newspapers lay every thing 
open? Dearest Miss Morland, what ideas have you been admitting?81 
Many critics have pointed out how Catherine’s behaviour in this section is apparently 
inconsistent with the delineation of her character in the first chapters of the novel, and it is 
true that Austen draws attention on her anti-heroine status, at least in her youth. On the other 
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hand, it is also true that hints at the influence of literature on her character appear early on 
in the novel, when the teenager Catherine “read all such works as heroines must read to 
supply their memories with those quotations which are so serviceable and so soothing in the 
vicissitudes of their eventful lives”82 – Austen’s humour goes as far as to mention them one 
by one. The most significant counterargument, however, is that the two apparently unrelated 
sections are to be read as cooperating to achieve the final dénouement: Catherine’s illusion 
as the heroine of both novels of manner and Gothic fiction are shattered in the Northanger 
Abbey section. The first shock she receives in this sense is brought about by Henry’s speech:  
The visions of romance were over. Catherine was completely awakened. Henry’s address, short as it 
had been, had more thoroughly opened her eyes to the extravagance of her late fancies than all their 
several disappointments had done. Most grievously was she humbled. Most bitterly did she cry.83 
Not long after, another blow is delivered to Catherine’s now fragile illusions: her brother 
James writes to inform her that her supposed friend Miss Thorpe has suddenly broken their 
engagement to pursue a wealthier bachelor, Henry’s own brother, Captain Frederick Tilney. 
The circumstance itself would have been enough to convert Catherine to a pragmatist, but 
Austen introduces a third incident: when General Tilney, Henry’s father, learns that 
Catherine is not as rich as he previously thought, he ditches his pretence of generosity and 
unceremoniously banishes the girl from his house. With these two episodes, Catherine is 
able to discover the economic motive that underlies both Isabella’s and General Tilney’s 
profession of friendship, thus coming to a better understanding of reality. So if it is true that 
“the point of the Gothic scenes at Northanger […] is to emphasize by contrast that Catherine 
cannot find happiness in fantasy and romantic retreat from reality; it can only be found in 
the acceptance of the ordinariness of life”,84 it is also true that this experience points out how 
often the ordinariness of life can hide as many threats as any romance.  
An additional point that needs to be addressed is that Austen’s parody does not fail to 
appreciate the potential of Gothic or “sentimental” novels: for all of his rationality, the 
genteel Henry is unprepared in the face of his father’s sudden rudeness and exertion of 
authority on such despicable premises; Catherine, on the other hand, was right in her initial 
assessment of the General as a tyrant. Rationality, Austen seems to suggest, cannot entirely 
replace instinct: “The unexpected irony is that Catherine, though mistaken in the means by 
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which evil is manifested, is not so far from the truth, unbeknown to herself, as is Henry 
Tilney.”85 
 It might be true that “Gothic extravagance does have a place in literature if it serves an 
aesthetic rather than an empirical function,”86 and yet in Northanger Abbey both are very 
much present. The parody of Gothic fiction not only poses the question as to what can be 
classified as real ad unreal, since ultimately General Tilney behaves like a typical Gothic 
villain, trying to use marriage to acquire property; it also points out in a very “Austenian” 
way how no one is really immune to irrationality. Ultimately, while Catherine has learned 
her lesson of reality, characters that are supposed to be guided by reason act no more wisely 
then she does: her brother James is similarly swindled by flirtatious Miss Thorpe; in the 
Northanger section the historiography-reading Tilney siblings are being played by their 
father as much as  Catherine is – and they both choose quite irrationally to marry for love 
rather than for position or assets; and finally, the two villains of the story, Isabella and 
General Tilney, are appropriately thwarted in their villainous efforts. Conversely, it is, as 
stressed by Austen, not the “natural superiority”87 of Catherine’s character that makes her 
succeed in securing a husband of her own choice and a happy future, but her very endearing 
ordinariness, mocked by the author and by her sometimes mouthpiece Henry Tilney, and yet 
almost accidentally successful in all. This success makes us wonder how much Austen truly 
condemned Gothic or sentimental writing, since her gentle satire is often aimed, as 
previously stated, to wholesome characters that prove to be no more perceptive than her 
innocent heroine.  
In Nightmare Abbey, Peacock’s satire is not as mitigated by events: the effects of 
Scythrop’s “black bile” are decidedly negative. In addition to that, the characters of this 
caustic parody are all equally unforgivingly exposed in their faults, unequivocally revealing 
the author’s stand on the affectations of his contemporaries. Peacock’s targets are principally 
Romantic writers, some of them belonging to Shelley’s circle, as he did, each one 
representing a potentially disruptive literary trend of the time. In the moody protagonist, 
Scythrop Glowry, lurks quite recognizably Percy Shelley, but other correspondences can 
also be identified, in some cases rather easily, thanks to the use of meaningful names:  
Mr Flosky (Coleridge, an enemy of common sense); Mr Toobad, “the Manichaean Millinarian” (J.F. 
Newton, a friend of Percy Shelley’s who inspired ideas in his poem Queen Mab and his 
vegetarianism); the Reverend Larynx, a kind of general stereotype of the worldly clergyman who 
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may be based on Thomas Moore; Mr Asterias, who believes in mermaids, and is likely based on a 
French scientist Denis de Montfort; Mr Listless, the fashionable reader (Shelley’s friend Sir Lumley 
Skeffington or perhaps the dandy Beau Brummel); and Mr Cypress (Byron).88  
Even Mary Shelley is probably the source of inspiration behind Miss Celinda Toobad, 
one of Scythrop’s love interests. Like in Northanger Abbey, here as well what gives edge to 
satire is its inextricable bound with the cultural climate of the time, and it is therefore 
interesting to notice that Peacock unites all kinds of intellectuals, from scientists to 
philosophers to “fashionable” readers, into what Mr Hilary – the only outwardly positive 
character and possibly the author’s mouthpiece – calls a “conspiracy against cheerfulness”. 
To do so, he employs a narrative structure that is only partially descriptive, and leaves the 
stage to dialogue: erudite debates are the norm in Mr Glowry’s mansion, and they focus 
primarily on the “darkness and misanthropy of modern literature, for the lantern jaws of 
which I shall endeavour to elicit a laugh,” as Peacock himself stated in his letters.89 The 
comic effect is achieved in three ways: sometimes, Peacock makes the most gloomy of 
Nightmare Abbey’s guests engage in conversation over topics like the existence of ghosts or 
of mermaids, creating an escalation of thunderous assertions that are so mystifying, that they 
inevitably reveal themselves as preposterous. At other times, he punctuates these most 
enlightening conferences whit interventions by Marionetta or Mr Hilary: the pragmatic girl 
often openly refuses to participate in what she considers a waste of time, while Mr Glowry’s 
relative provides the much needed positive perspective on broader themes such as the 
existence of love, challenging the obstinate pessimism of the other guests. In an hilarious 
exchange, he even manages to involve the hopeless Mr Glowry and the entire party in singing 
a catch: 
MR GLOWRY 
Admirable. Let us all be unhappy together. 
MR HILARY 
Now, I say again, a catch. 
THE REVEREND MR LARYNX 
I am for you. 
MR HILARY 
'Seamen three.' 
THE REVEREND MR LARYNX 
Agreed. I'll be Harry Gill, with the voice of three. Begin. 
[…] 
This catch was so well executed by the spirit and science of Mr Hilary, and the deep tri-une voice of 
the reverend gentleman, that the whole party, in spite of themselves, caught the contagion, and joined 
in chorus at the conclusion, each raising a bumper to his lips…90 
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  Finally, the “conspiracy against cheerfulness” challenged through the use of Gothic 
tropes: in Nightmare Abbey, like in Northanger Abbey, these are not just objects of satire, 
but a functional device, by which Peacock seems to equate the comical excesses of inferior 
Gothic literature to the emotional and intellectual histrionics of Scythrop and his 
companions. The incipit of Nightmare Abbey already calls the attention to this combination 
of themes: 
 Nightmare Abbey, a venerable family-mansion, in a highly picturesque state of semi-dilapidation, 
pleasantly situated on a strip of dry land between the sea and the fens, at the verge of the county of 
Lincoln, had the honour to be the seat of Christopher Glowry, Esquire. This gentleman was naturally 
of an atrabilarious temperament, and much troubled with those phantoms of indigestion which are 
commonly called blue devils.91 
Melancholy, the trait of the Romantic genius and especially of the Byronic hero, is the 
object of Peacock’s mocking, as he clearly states in his letters;92 here, it is immediately 
paired with the Gothic iconography of the castle in ruins. Contrarily to Northanger Abbey, 
Nightmare Abbey is exactly what a reader might expect from a Gothic building: a 
“castellated abbey”93 that presumably underwent many renovations to look as dilapidated as 
it does, thus mocking the “eighteenth-century fashion for ‘improving’ the houses and 
grounds of country estates”94 by adding fabricated “ruins”. Melancholy is openly derided, 
relegated to “phantoms of indigestion” and, as such, a pose, but the use of adjectives reveals 
that a similar judgement is bestowed on the Gothic setting as well: at first, it is defined 
“venerable”, but immediately after its crumbling state and indisputable hostile surroundings 
are called “picturesque” and “pleasant”. In short, it is even too Gothic to be credible. Mr 
Glowry, it is suggested, relishes his disconsolate condition, as his criteria for choosing his 
servants proves:  
The north-eastern tower was appropriated to the domestics, whom Mr Glowry always chose by one 
of two criterions,—a long face, or a dismal name. His butler was Raven; his steward was Crow; his 
valet was Skellet. Mr Glowry maintained that the valet was of French extraction, and that his name 
was Squelette. His grooms were Mattocks and Graves. On one occasion, being in want of a footman, 
he received a letter from a person signing himself Diggory Deathshead, and lost no time in securing 
this acquisition; but on Diggory's arrival, Mr Glowry was horror-struck by the sight of a round ruddy 
face, and a pair of laughing eyes. Deathshead was always grinning,—not a ghastly smile, but the grin 
of a comic mask; and disturbed the echoes of the hall with so much unhallowed laughter, that Mr 
Glowry gave him his discharge.95  
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Mr Glowry and his repeated appeals to “let us all be unhappy together” gives way to very 
practical concerns when his son sets his mind on marrying the economically unprofitable 
Marionetta, revealing, if proof was still needed, that underneath his carefully constructed 
Gothic façade hides a quite calculating and rational squire.  
A similar suggestion of pretence is introduced in the same fashion about his son Scythrop: 
after a romantic setback (the first of a long series), the young intellectual retires in the most 
isolated and “ruinous”96 tower of the Abbey (again, likely a later addiction to the building) 
with the only company of a few owls and a copy of “the Sorrows of Werter.”97 Soon, he 
begins to read a series of “German tragedies” and romances recommended by Mr Flosky98, 
thus alimenting an already overstimulated imagination – even more so than his feminine 
counterpart, Catherine Morland. While Catherine embodies the reading public, though, 
Scythrop rests on a midpoint on the literary spectrum, representing on the one hand the easily 
influenced reader, and on the other the isolated intellectual. His readings of illuminati and 
conspirators lead him to compose a treatise, “whose meanings were carefully wrapt up in 
the monk’s hood of transcendental technology, but filled with hints of matter deep and 
dangerous, which he thought would set the whole nation in a ferment.”99 That is to say, an 
abstruse and possibly Gothic reverie: the hint to a “monk” naturally points to Scythrop’s 
isolation, but could also entail a reference to Lewis’s novel, in this case with the satirical 
intent of mocking the irrationality of both form – “the monk’s hood of transcendental 
technology” – and content, so “deep and dangerous” that the masterpiece sells only seven 
copies. As Mulvihill notes, Scythrop “has mistaken himself for a cause when he is merely 
an effect,”100 he is unable to act, only adding to a cacophony of overlapping opinions, 
isolated in his tower and in his enclave of misanthropic guests.  
The inability of Scythrop to conform to the typical hero of romances is a recurrent motif 
in Nightmare Abbey: the trope of the two maidens both enamoured with the male protagonist, 
here parodied in the oppositional stereotypes of the capricious Marionetta and the bookish 
Celinda, is not well handled by the irresolute protagonist, possibly mirroring Shelley’s own 
garbled sentimental life. Putting aside the biographical data, however, the abundance of 
literary quotations, hints and references that pervades the novel (ranging from Shakespeare 
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to Burke to Goethe) suggests that this situation could also refer to Shelley’s Gothic novels 
Zastrozzi and St Irvyne, both complying to the trope of the two women between which the 
protagonist needs to choose. Peacock’s aim, after all, was to satirize many intellectual trends 
at the same time, to point out the degeneration of public tastes in literature, rather than 
isolating a single example of melancholic writing.   
Scythrop’s Wertherian design to take his own life in response to the double rejection that 
he suffered is equally thwarted by the man’s lack of resoluteness: it drowns into several 
glasses of Madeira, revealing a quite prosaic approach to life underneath the layers of “black 
bile” and his pensive exteriority. Even Mr Glowry, somewhat chastised in his glorification 
of wistfulness by his son’s disputable romantic endeavours, finally appeals to the reality 
principle: 
'Do not talk so, sir;—do not talk so, Scythrop. What would you have?' 
'I would have my love.' 
'And pray, sir, who is your love?' 
'Celinda—Marionetta—either—both.' 
'Both! That may do very well in a German tragedy; and the Great Mogul might have found it very 
feasible in his lodgings at Kensington; but it will not do in Lincolnshire. 101 
As times have changed, Henry Tilney’s principle according to which England is the 
homeland of rationality can no longer stand in cosmopolite London; still, Lincolnshire – the 
isolated countryside – retains its solidity in the face of  “poisoning” attitudes, as Peacock 
considered them.102 This could well be the reason why Mr Cypress, Byron’s alter ego, 
“departed to rake seas and rivers, lakes and canals, for the moon of ideal beauty.”103 
Overall, from a comparison between the two novels emerges one main point of contact: 
an exhortation to readers to apply their potential for critical reception, differentiating 
between what is a literary construct and what is a viable approach to everyday reality. That 
does not imply a censure of Gothic or irrational writing, tout court, but an informed selection 
of those features that are productive and thought-provoking, without the melodrama to which 
they are sometimes connected.  
2. Victorian Gothic  
There is something positively Gothic about Queen Victoria’s early life and accession to 
the throne: confined in her palace by a scheming guardian, Sir John Conroy, she only 
emerged to tour the country with her likewise calculating mother, gaining a vast popularity 
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with British subjects but consequently leading her uncle, King William IV, to perceive her 
as a threat.104. In compliance with the Salic Law, she was initially fifth in the line of 
succession, but by 1837 she had outlived all of her three uncles and their respective heirs; 
her coronation in 1838 finally restored young Victoria to her reign, liberating her from an 
oppressive past. Milbank argues that it is for this very reason that Gothic literature at least 
apparently came to a standstill during the first decades of Victoria’s reign:  
To some extent this was because of the ambivalence of many social groups toward the institution of 
the monarchy and the gender of the new monarch […]. While loyalists heralded the birth of another 
Elizabethan age of glory and national achievement, utilitarians questioned the relevance of such an 
irrational institution, and Chartists and moderates such as writers in Punch deprecated the cost of the 
royal family, as well as its isolation from social reality.105 
From 1840 to the publication of fin-de-siècle masterpieces such as Strange Case of Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), and Dracula (1897), 
“proper” Gothic writing seemed indeed to fade, with the notable exceptions of Irish writer 
Sheridan Le Fanu and American writer Edgar Allan Poe. And yet, no era is so strongly 
associated with Gothic features in popular culture as the Victorian age: suffice to think about 
the success of items of clothing such as corsets, headpieces and parasols with strong 
Victorian influences in contemporary trends such as the Japanese Gothic Lolita fashion. This 
apparent contradiction is resolvable in the light of a series of concurrent factors: among them 
the now well-established distinction between high and low literature that tainted the Gothic 
genre and its supernatural experimentations; but also the fact that the Gothic function of 
voicing buried conflicts and incongruities met with a political situation that limited its 
extensiveness. The first years of Victoria’s reign, characterized by open dissent fuelled by 
her decision to marry an unpopular prince, did not leave room for literary sublimation. What 
was needed was a literature that could be at least apparently a source of union, the validation 
of a unity sanctioned by Victoria’s identification with the country:  
In order for Victoria to gain legitimacy as both monarch and woman she must become one with 
Britain, culturally and naturally. However, with her thus being assimilated as a principle of 
continuity, there ends up being no space for the heroine apart from the structure, and no possibility 
for critique. The presence of Victoria as a ruler thus explains, in part, the eclipse of the entrapped 
heroine: Victoria can become a heroine only if she undoes the entrapment of others. 106 
The lower classes continued to read Gothic stories, published by the conservative 
Blackwood’s Magazine (which Edgar Allan Poe incidentally read) and by an agonizing 
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Minerva Press; British Gothic, however, ceased to produce novels capable of transcending 
the contingency of entertainment to achieve universality – in a word, it lacked classics. The 
precarious consensus surrounding the young queen could be even too easily embodied by 
the persecuted maiden, and the themes of usurpation and love marriage in contrast with 
dynastic politics were sensitive topics as well; a novel that revolved around these very 
elements was no longer viable. Not only that, but even novels such as Frankenstein and 
Melmoth, which dealt with aristocratic Faustian figures frustrated in their attempts to reach 
a higher knowledge, gave way to the portrayal of the struggles of the Dickensian middle 
class man, concerned with the building of a family and of a solid career, and sustained by a 
respectable reputation. The model of the family unit as the keystone of all relations and of 
the stainless public life as the only possible model of behaviour, patronized by the royal 
family istelf, relied on literature to find their recognition, and whether the subject of praise 
or satire, nonetheless they became the dominant topics of the early 19th century.  
What saved British Gothic fiction from oblivion was once again its potential for 
intertextuality and hybridity and for the articulation of the repressed: Gothic novels briefly 
gave way to other genres, but this did not entail that Gothic narration disappeared from the 
literary scene. Specifically, Gothic tropes were transmitted in three different ways: as tropes 
animating mainstream Victorian literature, in authors such as Dickens or the Brontë sisters; 
as Gothic stories rather than novels, particularly in Edgar Allan Poe’s work; and finally, as 
the basis for a new genre, the Sensation novel, which will be discussed in greater detail in 
connection with Crime Fiction. Deviating from this pattern with his distinctly Gothic novel 
Uncle Silas, Irish author Sheridan Le Fanu stands as the exception that proves the rule. In 
his case, however, the tale of the naïve young woman whose property is in danger of being 
seized by a paternalistic, overbearing relative at the risk of her destruction can suggest a 
different political implication: Ireland, exploited by Britain for its natural resources and then 
left to its own devices during the Great Famine (1845-1852), in the aftermath of that 
catastrophic event bristled with civil unrest.  
2.1.  Victorian novelists and the reworking of Gothic tropes 
In thinking about the reign of great monarchs, such as the Tudors, the average perception 
of the layman is that those were “golden ages” that solved contradictions  in a general unity, 
for the greatness of the Country. This is, naturally, a carefully constructed narrative that 
hides behind these world-historical individuals a fragmented, restless society usually 
undergoing some powerful change. Queen Victoria’s reign was no exception: in the sixty 
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years of her ruling, Britain underwent a series of political and social changes destined to 
alter its configuration forever. Phaenomena connected with industrialization serves well to 
demonstrate how Victorian society was effectively split at its core: if externally Britain 
presented itself as a cohesive body, centred on the institution of the bourgeois family, the 
speeding industrialization brought to light new necessities connected to the full time 
employment of men, women and children of the lower strata of the population. The Poor 
Law Amendment Act of 1834 had forced masses of destitute to work in workhouses (a 
recurrent motif in Dickens’ fiction) but at the same time, a series of Acts was directed at 
regulating the work of women and children in factories, such as the Factory Act of 1843 or 
the Ten-hour Act of 1847. The fact that women had started to provide for their families in 
the same way as their husbands also led to a new perception of women as individuals, rather 
than commodities or guardians of the fireplace, a conception that benefited also the upper 
class by inclusion. This new state of affairs was ratified by its own series of reforms: the 
Custody of Infants Act of 1839 granted the opportunity for women separated from their 
husband to seek custody of children under seven years old; the Matrimonial Act of 1857 
reduced limitations on divorce; the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882 entitles women 
to retain all their property, earned or acquired before or after marriage.  
Another phenomenon connected to industrial life and the development of a working class 
was Chartism: its six points advocated democracy in the form of an extension of suffrage; 
secret ballot; payment of members of the Parliament and removal of property qualifications 
for their election; equal constituencies and annual Parliament elections. The movement 
combined petitions and mass meetings, which sometimes resulted in outright riots, such as 
the Newport Rising of 1839 and the 1842 General Strike, both violently repressed by the 
government. Despite the slow fading of the movement, the requests that it advanced were 
met to a large extent, on the one hand reducing the political distance between classes, on the 
other driving the upper class to take refuge in its uses and protocols to maintain its distance 
from the “mob”. As a matter of fact, Victorian aristocrats and the middle-class had an 
ambivalent attitude towards the working class and the poor, if we are to trust Dickens’ novels 
or Wilde’s plays. A patronizing appearance of charitable organization devoted to the 
safeguard of children or to providing material help to the destitute did not prevent the 
hypocritical censure of “fallen women,” as the Contagious Diseases Act of 1864 
demonstrates. Nor did it strive to put an end to child labour, even if the 1889 Prevention of 
Cruelty to Children Act prohibited the employment of children under seven. The gap 
between the two classes was politically diminished, but remained very much into place from 
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a social perspective. The complete disregard for the situation of Irish citizens during the 
Great Famine also emphasized how charity often only belonged to a display of empathy that 
aimed at impressing peers, but did not resonate inwardly. 
Science and education are again a controversial topic. Victorian passion for progress 
extended to policies that promoted elementary education, through measures which included 
the Education Act of 1870, making school attendance mandatory from age seven to twelve, 
granting the general public unrestricted access to the British Museum, and abolishing duty 
on paper, thus rendering published material widely affordable.107Women, however, 
continued to be largely excluded from higher education (aside from being trained as 
governesses), since both Oxford and Cambridge refused to begin granting them degrees. 
Moreover, since child labour was still a possibility for children over ten, elementary 
education was still difficult to enforce in industrial and country towns alike. Overall, 
however, the effect of these acts and reforms was positive, increasing literacy and drastically 
incrementing the general number of readers in an age where journalism hardly kept the pace 
of the continuous stream of news ranging from the Whitechapel homicides (1888) to ground-
breaking discoveries. Beyond doubt, the Victorian Era marked a startling flowering of 
technological and scientific progress, epitomized by the Great Exhibition of 1851. The 
diffusion of daguerreotypes and photography reflected the need to fix in a truthful, 
unchangeable form the many faces of the ever-evolving modern world; the invention of the 
typewriter in 1843 considerably sped up the writing process and the sewing machine (1851) 
became an invaluable ally for producing and repairing clothes rapidly. In quick succession 
the telephone (1878) and the incandescent lamp (1879) revolutionized at least upper class 
lifestyle, as did the steam turbine for generating electricity (1884). Steel replaced iron after 
the development of a new producing process, while factories employed chemical 
discoveries, such as aniline dyes, to improve mass production, while Nobel’s invention of 
dynamite in 1867 found its application in mining. Medical advancements were considerable 
as well: among many other discoveries, Robert Koch isolated the tuberculosis bacillus in 
1882, the cholera bacillus in 1884; pasteurization was introduced in 1864 and Pasteur’s 
practices led to breakthroughs in the prevention of diseases, vaccination, and bacteriology; 
in 1895, Roentgen discovered X-rays. The theories that would have most greatly influenced 
Victorian society and, arguably, the entire world, are the ones concerning evolution. A first 
study was published by Robert Chambers under the title Vestiges of the Natural History of 
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Creation, preparing the field for Darwin’s more scientific The Origin of Species in 1859, the 
impact of which was to be felt up to a century later. Victorian science strived for 
systematization, and Darwin’s model integrates man in an evolutionary chain that, in his 
design, did not have the purpose of demonstrating the supremacy of a race over the other. 
The theory of natural selection rather tries to equate the adaptations undergone by the human 
species in reaction to those of other animals, positing that mutation arise in response to 
habitat-related stimuli, and that being genetically transmitted, the most successful mutation, 
namely the one that increases the most the chances of survival, over the course of centuries 
becomes the norm. Social Darwinism, that adjusted natural selection to serve political and 
sociological constructs, was a later construct, possibly arising to soften the blow suffered by 
human conscience: from imago Dei to nothing more than an animal among other animals – 
well adapted, yes, but still an animal.  
In the Victorian age, this theory functioned as a justification of colonialism in the name 
of the supposed superiority of the white man, thus rendering acts such as the ferocious 
repression of the Indian Rebellion of 1857 or the Anglo-Boer war for the control of Transvaal 
perfectly excusable from an Imperial viewpoint. The partition of India and the deportation 
of convicts to Australia or other colonies were similarly understood as natural consequences 
of the creation of an empire that, from a Victorian perspective, had the mission of 
“civilizing” the territories it annexed.  
All of these factors – industrialization, social vindications and modifications, the new 
scientific theories and colonization – became source of new anxieties that were heavily 
featured in Victorian narrative. Even the apparently reassuring, affirmative works of authors 
such as Charles Dickens hide underneath smooth surfaces a multitude of undercurrents that 
question their sometimes unrealistic happy endings. Gothic writing had the potential of 
channeling those anxieties, but authors that fully embrace it only resurface in the last years 
of Victoria’s reign. Those authors were legitimized by the sense of uncertainty that 
commonly arises at the closure of what have been considered ages of consolidation and of 
enhancement, an image that was no less powerful even if it was a fabrication. Earlier 
Victorian writers, however, had to learn to integrate the irrational and often supernatural 
element in a narration that hid its fragmentation behind apparently cohesive structures. 
Recognizable Gothic tropes ceased to be used organically, in a way that could make the 
reader identify the novel as belonging to that specific genre, but were dismembered, and 
often transformed – in a similar fashion as in Shelley’s Frankenstein – to better represent 
the evolving unconscious of British society.  
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Robbins and Wolfreys argument that  
… there are always other voices, other disembodied, ghostly articulations within and against the 
dream of full, simple, self-evident speech to be read in any apparently stable voice, such as that 
desired in realist narrative. […]However unsettling the haunting of stability, of homogeneity and the 
self-same may be, it directs us […] to an act of inversion in the Victorian period, inversion as 
consumption and internalization, whereby the gothic, broken up, comes to be dispersed throughout 
the culture and throughout the nineteenth century.108 
Even before the advent of Modernism, a society that found itself to be profoundly 
fragmentary found a way to represent both its inner dissolution and its apparent congruity in 
befitting forms: serialization and plurivocity. Serialized fiction was presented to the public 
with reassuring regularity, and readers soon became accustomed with its predictable form, 
generally presenting references to previous installments and repetitions of significant details, 
with the addition of a cliffhanger at the end of each chapter. Nonetheless, serialization also 
entailed that the author could adjust the narration according to the public’s reaction, 
sometimes even changing his or her original design in favour of a more popular solution. 
Edgar Allan Poe, for instance, famously wrote two reviews for Dickens’ Barnaby Rudge 
(1841): the first one, while the novel was still in the midst of its serialization in Master 
Humphrey’s Clock, in which he predicted the solution of the murder mystery through what 
he considered hints or clues of the author’s plan. The second one, written after the 
publication of the whole work, when all of Poe’s theories had been proven wrong (even 
though he did identify the murderer) is a defence of his method of investigation that points 
out the flaws in the solution chosen by Dickens, on the premises that the information that he 
first provides to the reader is misleading. Poe’s reasoning is faultless, and the evidence that 
he uses to support his theory is convincing; one can but conclude that Dickens must have 
changed his mind during the writing process, to emphasize the historical Gordon Riots as 
the backbone of his story, rather than the Gothic murder in a country manor that forever 
marks – quite literally – the innocent titular character. Negative reactions to the dark setting 
of his fifth novel could easily have driven Dickens in this direction, and yet as Poe’s interest 
demonstrated,109 Barnaby Rudge’s efficacy resides precisely in the way Gothic scenes are 
interchanged with realism, in a continuous interplay that renders the reader an active 
participant rather than a mere recipient.  
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In Dickens’ novels, as in the majority of Victorian fiction, the conflict between the 
individual and society is at the heart of the narration;110 Dickens mastered this conflict by 
combining his renowned irony with gothic tropes:  
 […] his text maintains the fearful and the comic, the gothic and the humorous, in a precarious 
balance where the seemingly opposing discursive and psychic poles in question here open between 
them an uncanny aporia into which either mode threatens constantly to overflow and commingle. 
In Hard Times, for instance, Mr. Gradgrind’s school is depicted as a gloomy place of 
repression and industrial alienation, but in doing so, Dickens makes vast use of irony:  
The scene was a plain, bare, monotonous vault of a school-room, and the speaker’s square forefinger 
emphasized his observations by underscoring every sentence with a line on the schoolmaster’s 
sleeve.  The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s square wall of a forehead, which had his eyebrows 
for its base, while his eyes found commodious cellarage in two dark caves, overshadowed by the 
wall.  The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s mouth, which was wide, thin, and hard set.  The 
emphasis was helped by the speaker’s voice, which was inflexible, dry, and dictatorial.  The emphasis 
was helped by the speaker’s hair, which bristled on the skirts of his bald head, a plantation of firs to 
keep the wind from its shining surface, all covered with knobs, like the crust of a plum pie, as if the 
head had scarcely warehouse-room for the hard facts stored inside.  The speaker’s obstinate carriage, 
square coat, square legs, square shoulders,—nay, his very neckcloth, trained to take him by the throat 
with an unaccommodating grasp, like a stubborn fact, as it was,—all helped the emphasis. […]The 
speaker, and the schoolmaster, and the third grown person present, all backed a little, and swept with 
their eyes the inclined plane of little vessels then and there arranged in order, ready to have imperial 
gallons of facts poured into them until they were full to the brim. […]Indeed, as he eagerly sparkled 
at them from the cellarage before mentioned, he seemed a kind of cannon loaded to the muzzle with 
facts, and prepared to blow them clean out of the regions of childhood at one discharge.  He seemed 
a galvanizing apparatus, too, charged with a grim mechanical substitute for the tender young 
imaginations that were to be stormed away.111 
The repetition on emphasis, also a satire on the act of writing itself, introduces the 
impression of a manufactured identity, as indeed the unfolding of the story will prove. Mr. 
Gradgrind’s istigator, Mr. Bounderby, is a villainous character that, as a true gothic tyrant 
would do, marries a vexed woman for her assets and her name: the tragic irony is that the 
woman in question is Louisa, Mr. Gradgrind’s daughter. The agent of industrial 
depersonalization is here caught in the act, yet he becomes the object of a satire that equates 
him to a deflagrating cannon, not exactly an intimidating metaphor. A similar conjunction 
of themes is illustrated in the first meeting between the innocent Oliver and Fagin, one of 
the most cruel and ruthless villains in the history of literature. His first description is 
appropriate to his devilish status: bent over the fire, with a fork in his hand, Fagin is described 
as having a “villainous-looking and repulsive face […] obscured by a quantity of matted red 
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hair”,112 all signs of a demonic appearance. His company, too, is reminiscent of a Satan 
surrounded by devils:  
Seated round the table were four or five boys, none older than the Dodger, smoking long clay pipes, 
and drinking spirits with the air of middle-aged men. These all crowded about their associate as he 
whispered a few words to the Jew; and then turned round and grinned at Oliver. So did the Jew 
himself, toasting-fork in hand.113 
Immediately after, these little demons assail Oliver in a manner that emphasizes the 
radical distance between his virtuousness and their callousness:  
The Jew grinned; and, making a low obeisance to Oliver, took him by the hand, and hoped he should 
have the honour of his intimate acquaintance. Upon this, the young gentleman with the pipes came 
round him, and shook both his hands very hard—especially the one in which he held his little bundle. 
One young gentleman was very anxious to hang up his cap for him; and another was so obliging as 
to put his hands in his pockets, in order that, as he was very tired, he might not have the trouble of 
emptying them, himself, when he went to bed. These civilities would probably be extended much 
farther, but for a liberal exercise of the Jew's toasting-fork on the heads and shoulders of the 
affectionate youths who offered them.114 
Fagin’s infernal den gains intensity by this parodic depiction, but his exploitation of 
children does not lose its inhumanity for that. What Dickens obtained by combining gothic 
description and irony was to gain a preferential access to Victorian most recondite anxieties. 
Barnaby Rudge may assume an historical form, furnished with its own mystery to solve, but 
the Gordon Riots there represented are clearly reminiscences of the Chartist uprisings. 
Dickens’ destitute children sharply criticize an unforgiving industrial society that forced 
orphans in inhuman institutions and the poor in likewise inhuman workhouses; Gradgrind’s 
obstinacy in erasing all form of independent thought from his pupils denounces a society 
devoted to homologation, that extinguishes individual conscience. In this way, the realist 
novel achieves its goal of representing reality, but gothic nuances enrich and cast productive 
doubts on the portrait it depicts. Moreover, gothic elements are often responsible of “driving 
the action”:115 the diabolical plot of Monks to corrupt the innocent Oliver is connected to a 
gothic story of illegitimacy and inheritance; Barnaby’s murderous father is instrumental in 
the Riots; Louisa, broken by her heartless upbringing, barely escapes walking the path that 
leads David Copperfield’s little Emily to perdition.  
Dickens’ gothic imagery does not end here: his description of Satis House in Great 
Expectations, with its motionless clocks and spectral inhabitant, for example; and truly, the 
vindictive Miss Havisham has nothing to envy to the most macabre Irish banshee. Or the 
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doll-like Jenny Wren in Our Mutual Friend, whose movements recall more an automaton 
than a living human being. His most visible experiments with the supernatural, were 
nevertheless his ghost stories, which he divided in two kinds:  
…"unconscious ghosts" (or other uncanny phenomena, such as an indelibly bloodstained floor) 
which perpetually repeat or reenact some past wickedness or wrongdoing, and "conscious ghosts" 
which usually appear only to a particular individual or group in order to "right some ancestral wrong 
. . . to seek redress or retribution," or to presage future harm.116 
The trope of supernatural forces behind vengeance plots is one of the most common in 
gothic writing, and finds new life in the Victorian era through spiritualism, a movement that 
was developing in those years, and that believed in the possibility of communication between 
this world and the afterlife. Dickens was, after all, profoundly interested in mesmerism, and 
a member of the Ghost Club, an organisation devoted to researching the paranormal that still 
lives on. He not only cultivated the genre of the ghost story, as the world-famous A Christmas 
Carol demonstrates, but also encouraged in his magazine All Year Round, often cooperating 
with contributors such as Wilkie Collins or Elizabeth Gaskell. Aside from Sheridan Le 
Fanu’s tales,117 these ghost stories differ from their author’s novels in that these tales 
unapologetically make use of the supernatural, and can be ascribed to the specific genre of 
gothic fiction. The novels, on the other hand, are commonly traced back to realism, but they 
display, as already stated, an interesting mixture of different features. Gaskell, for instance, 
was concerned with representing the industrial life of rural and urban England, even coming 
to confrontations with Dickens when they focused on the same subject in North and South  
and Hard Times, respectively. She, too, employed a mixture of realism and mystery – for 
instance, in her novel Mary Barton the action is furthered by the investigation on a murder 
– in a combination of different tropes.  
The Brontë sisters also made ample use of Gothic tropes in their prose, perhaps even to a 
greater effect than Dickens and his All Year Round contributors. Charlotte was the first to 
publish a novel, under the pen name Currer Bell, receiving immediate success with her Jane 
Eyre (1847). Some of its gothic tropes are distinctly reminiscent of “classic” gothic à la 
Radcliffe: the heroine’s imprisonment in the “Red Room” and in the Lowood Institution, or 
her flight from a haunted manor, for instance. They are, however, interpreted to reflect a 
different set of issues: just as Catherine Morland, but for entirely different reasons, Jane Eyre 
is an atypical heroine. Set in Georgian England, a past not much removed from the time of 
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its publication, the protagonist is, canonically, an orphan, albeit not a rich one: as a modern 
woman, Jane has to earn her own income in a way that could be suitable for a woman coming 
from a good family. When her cruel aunt relegates her to Lowood, an institution for orphaned 
girls, the gothic trope of the imprisonment is transformed in the description of the harsh 
treatment of pupils in this kind of structures, one that the author had personally experienced 
at the Clergy Daughters' School, where two of her sisters died. Education, one of the main 
concerns of Victorian public life, here shows its hidden face, and does so by reworking 
gothic isolation and confinement: 
During January, February, and part of March, the deep snows, and, after their melting, the almost 
impassable roads, prevented our stirring beyond the garden walls, except to go to church; but within 
these limits we had to pass an hour every day in the open air.  Our clothing was insufficient to protect 
us from the severe cold: we had no boots, the snow got into our shoes and melted there: our ungloved 
hands became numbed and covered with chilblains, as were our feet: […] Then the scanty supply of 
food was distressing: with the keen appetites of growing children, we had scarcely sufficient to keep 
alive a delicate invalid.118 
Rochester’s mansion, Thornfield Hall, harbours no less disquiet: the dark, candlelit house, 
with its oaken creaking stairs and grim portraits, seems to Jane a “home of the past: a shrine 
of memory”,119 quiet during the day but decidedly “strange” at night:   
I by no means coveted a night’s repose on one of those wide and heavy beds: shut in, some of them, 
with doors of oak; shaded, others, with wrought old English hangings crusted with thick work, 
portraying effigies of strange flowers, and stranger birds, and strangest human beings,—all which 
would have looked strange, indeed, by the pallid gleam of moonlight.120 
Jane’s perception of the house as a shrine is accurate to a fault: the gothic setting hides 
indeed a gothic secret, a ghost from the past. The fact that this ghost is, as a matter of fact, 
Bertha Mason, the quite concrete mad wife of Mr. Rochester, opens up countless possibilities 
of interpretation, from Gilbert and Gubar’s seminal study The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) 
to Jean Rhys’ novelistic reinterpretation in Wide Sargasso Sea. The present analysis will be 
restricted to noticing how the presence of gothic tropes such as madness, the vengeful ghost, 
the doomed manor and the nocturnal flight are not only functional in advancing the plot, but 
also critical towards Victorian institutions. Mr. Rochester’s marriage to Bertha has been 
arranged by his aristocratic family to appropriate the considerable assets of her dowry, and 
was by no means a marriage of love. This hypocritical union is doomed by her genetic 
disease, a form of curse that owes much to the scientific development of the time, in a 
paradigm that considers that if progress is possible, than so is regression. And yet, it is 
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unsolvable: Rochester cannot honourably divorce his wife, and so he resolves to hide her, to 
repress the very notion of her. The happy ending comes in a no less gothic manner: in a 
concretization of Jane’s prophetic dream, it is only Thornfield’s destruction (or partial 
destruction) in a fire that kills Bertha and maims Rochester, that the gothic appendixes of 
the novel are vanquished, and familial happiness can be achieved.  
Emily Brontë’s use of gothic tropes in Wuthering Heights is even more extensive, but at 
the same time, more difficult to contextualize. Perhaps it is to be explained as a “puzzle to 
be solved or an experience of the supernatural and unconscious to be accepted”,121 rather 
than the externalization of turmoil concerning pressing contemporary issues. Gothic features 
abound: an isolated house, a dark and brooding anti-hero which will tyrannize an innocent 
girl (Cathy II) and try to make her marry his son in a plot that combines revenge and 
appropriation of her property; ghosts that seek re-entrance in the life of the living; 
supernatural dreams. The difficulty lies in finding a point of connection that could explain 
these apparently sensationalistic features within a functional framework. It could be said that 
Wuthering Heights engages with a relevant Victorian item of repression, that of the isolation 
of the individual, even if it does not approach it from the perspective of industrialism. Shires 
maintains that contrary to normative realism, Brontë’s novel does not place the reader in a 
privileged position, accepting “middle-class ethics and mores”,122 representing instead “a 
desiring individualism so violent and transgressive that it crosses the material world into the 
spiritual realm.”123Cathy’s ghost seeking re-entrance from the window of her old room, 
however, could also be interpreted as a final attempt at creating some sort of contact, of 
bond, as indeed happens at the end of the novel, when the younger generation settles the 
conflict and the ghosts of Heathcliff and Cathy are seen wandering together through the 
moor. Consequently, individualism does not seem to satisfyingly exhaust the argument.  
Rena-Dozier assessment seems more on point: by comparing Wuthering Heights with 
works written in the same period, it can be observed that it remarkably assumes a fragmented 
form that adopts a plurivocity less typical of the realistic mode and more congruous with 
gothic narrations. The result is much more alienating in that the storytelling is entrusted to 
narrators which are “completely unsympathetic to, and often disapproving of, the stories 
they tell”124- they are, moreover, completely unreliable, often in conflict with one another 
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and rarely, if ever, detached from the events. Instead of confirming the readers’ morals and 
expectations, Brontë destabilizes them, challenging the modes of nineteenth-century writing: 
The British novel in the nineteenth century, it was generally agreed, was the domestic novel, and in 
order for the domestic novel to have triumphed, the gothic had to be defeated, excised from the body 
of the novel in order for healthy tissue to regrow. Wuthering Heights, however, carefully breaks down 
this opposition between gothic and domestic modes by illustrating the ways in which the domestic is 
predicated on acts of violence.125 
Wuthering Heights, admittedly, was not received well by the critical intelligentsia of the 
time, only gaining a restricted audience after Charlotte Brontë edited and republished it in 
1850, adding an almost apologetic preface to shed light on her sister’s work – quite 
ineffectually, to tell the truth. Rena-Dozier argues that this is proof that “In an attempt to 
avoid the iconoclastic energies of Wuthering Heights, nineteenth-century literary history 
replicates gothic narrative strategies; Wuthering Heights becomes the dark secret at the heart 
of the history of the novel.”126As for other female gothic writers, the public tended to 
associate the scandalous and passionate events narrated in the novel with Emily’s own life, 
leading Charlotte to publicly reassert the innocence of her sister in the afore-mentioned 
preface; her proclaims that Wuthering Height’s story was nothing more than the reveries of 
a cloistered maiden, however, reinforce the gothic notion of a “strange” domesticity. This is, 
after all, the subject matter of Emily’s novel, since violence irrupts in domestic life in many 
forms, permeating the realistic narrative. Hindley’s verbal abuse of Heathcliff is duplicated 
in the latter’s relationship with Hareton and  the passionate but fierce love between Cathy I 
and Heathcliff is punctuated by her constant berating of him, in addition to leading to his 
retaliation on a vulnerable and mild wife. Cathy’s self-inflicted illness; Hindley’s gambling 
and alcoholism and Heathcliff’s self-harming fits of rage, all of these acts of violence 
contribute to a vicious circle that never escapes the household.  
Domesticity seems to be the concern of the vast majority of Victorian writers, and 
unsurprisingly so: the Queen herself, not particularly fond of childbearing and child rearing, 
had to maintain a public appearance of idyllic home life.127Family and Britain, the micro- 
and macrocosm of domestic relationships, became the centre of attraction of a country that 
was politically expanding across the entire world. Before the literary discourse, and the 
gothic form in particular, could turn to the colonies for abjection and repression, there was a 
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moment during which European and specifically Mediterranean plots disappeared in favour 
of a British scenario: 
The gothic is thus found among the hedgerows, in the rosebushes, along country lanes. It is to be 
found on the Yorkshire moors and throughout the exotic Babylon of the Empire’s capital, London, 
particularly in the back passages of the metropolis. It is to be found equally in boarding houses and 
amongst the houses of quiet squares.128 
The focus on Englishness thus provisionally eliminates the displacement in foreign 
countries that could allow Henry Tilney or even Mr. Glowry to assert that irrational, gothic 
events had no place in the orderly England. This element of novelty is, as demonstrated by 
the given examples, widespread among early and mid-Victorian writers, crossing gender and 
literary genre; it is, however, also characteristic of non-British writers who drew inspiration 
from those works, as the case of Edgar Allan Poe is able to prove.  
2.2.  Edgar Allan Poe and the American Ghost Story 
The notion of Victorian ghost stories immediately calls to mind Dickens’ or Gaskell’s 
haunted houses and departed Londoners, if not happy-ending Christmas hallucinations. 
Virginia Woolf, in talking about this specific medium, remarked that “we enjoy being 
frightened, so long as it is under circumstances that we can control”129 – a feeling certainly 
consistent with the majority of All Year Round’s tales, but not generally applicable to all 
ghost stories. That is because ghost stories have a way of conciliating the two models of the 
explained and unexplained supernatural in a new form:  
Ghost stories commonly provide an alternative structure of cause and effect, in which the 
supernatural is not explained away but offers its own pseudo-explanation according to some kind of 
spiritual law of action and reaction: an unburied corpse, a murder victim or some other secret 
apparently buried safely in the past returns to haunt the perpetrator…130 
Revenge plots are common, but are left for the most part unresolved, as in Le Fanu’s story 
The Familiar (1872), strongly resembling Poe’s The Black Cat (1894) in that the sense of 
persecution suffered by the protagonist is personified in his fiancée’s pet, in this case an owl. 
Ghost stories recurrently see male protagonists plagued by the sense of being constantly 
followed by something that is at the same time a part of the self and an external, deformed 
body – a malignant dwarf or even a mirror image, a sinister twin – that is nothing but a 
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projection of the guilt they feel over a past action. These new protagonists have nothing of 
the former Gothic hero, losing the positive connotation of rescuer and the trait of bravery in 
the face of any torment, frequently substituted by a slow descent into madness. As in the 
archetypical modern ghost story, the influential Der Sandmann (1815), the trope of the 
doppelgänger and that of psychosis are often intertwined, and linked to an inescapable 
familiarity: in E.T.A. Hoffman’s story, the protagonist’s father is the first to succumb to the 
evil alchemist that would later lead his son to insanity and eventually suicide. This model 
was particularly prolific in both British and American ghost stories, and was repeatedly 
introduced by the Gothicised figure of the doctor (after Frankenstein’s success, an 
increasingly popular character) with the device of the medical report, a Victorian alteration 
of classical artifices such as the letter or the rediscovered manuscript. Victorian ghost stories, 
therefore, tend to preserve the element of plurivocity – enhance it, even – in spite of their 
brevity, confirming its essentiality for the Gothic genre.  
Another pivotal issue is the focus on family as a source of disquiet rather than security:  
The telling of tales around the fireside makes explicit a particular aspect of the ghost story which 
depends upon a tension between the cosy familiar world of life (associated with Heim and heimisch 
– home and the domestic) and the mysterious and unknowable world of death (unheimlich, or 
uncanny). […] ghost stories typically appeared in periodicals intended for family consumption, like 
those Dickens edited, or later magazines such as the Strand. The ghost story was the product of a 
divided society which set a high premium on particular forms of social community, above all the 
family.131 
Gothic writing had already a history of portraying the risks incidental to family 
connections, particularly in relation to inheritances and authority, and was therefore the best 
candidate to point out the hypocrisies of the core institution of Victorian times and of its 
increasing standardization, which entailed the sacrifice of spontaneity and care to a 
simulacrum of respectability: family became synonymous with secrets. The specular 
relationship between what is homely and what is uncanny has been pointed out by Freud in 
his essay Das Unheimliche (1919), inspired precisely by Hoffman’s Der Sandmann. By 
comparing the meaning of the two words according to various descriptions provided by 
linguists such as the Grimm brothers and Schelling, Freud is able to conclude that  
Wir werden überhaupt daran gemahnt, daß dies Wort heimlich nicht eindeutig ist, sondern zwei 
Vorstellungskreisen zugehört, die, ohne gegensätzlich zu sein, einander doch recht fremd sind, dem 
des Vertrauten, Behaglichen und dem des Versteckten, Verborgen gehaltenen. […] heimlich ist ein 
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Wort, das seine Bedeutung nach einer Ambivalenz hin entwickelt, bis es endlich mit seinem 
Gegensatz unheimlich zusammenfällt. Unheimlich ist irgendwie eine Art von heimlich.132 
Naturally, the ambivalence that exists in the German language has no direct equivalent in 
English, but the core concept that Freud illustrates through this linguistic excursus is that 
there is not a clear divide between what is familiar and what is uncanny; on the contrary, the 
feeling of unease that uncanny events generate stems directly from our unconscious 
recognition of the familiarity of the situation. For this reason, repetition is one of the most 
uncanny motifs, and Gothic stories – as well as Gothic novels – are rich in this specific trope, 
typically dealing with doubling, the reenactment of past events, the transmission of family 
secrets and/or diseases, and the multiplication of documents and of testimonies. Edgar Allan 
Poe, one of the first theorists of the short story and a rather “Europized” American author, 
often deals with these elements in his tales, but retains nonetheless traits that are more 
characteristic of the American Gothic writing, productively mixing them to create an unique 
form that would prosper in the fin de siècle. Before analyzing his stories, therefore, it is 
essential to consider how the Gothic genre evolved in an environment that was considerably 
transformed with respect to the one that saw its birth.   
When young Victoria became Queen of the United Kingdom, the United States were not 
much older than the new British monarch was. This prompts the question as to how a country 
which could only claim three centuries of (white, Anglo-Saxon) history and less than sixty 
years of independence was able produce such gems in a genre so marked by its connection 
with the past. Some of the socio-political anxieties of the arising democracy could be 
comparable to the post-Revolutionary fears represented in early Gothic novels: freedom and 
self-government could easily turn into terror and “the rule of the mob,”133 just as it had 
happened in France. American Gothic, however, could do without the medieval past as a 
safe setting: even in the more “European” backgrounds of Poe’s short stories, such as Ligeia 
(1838), William Wilson (1839) and The Fall of the House of Usher (1839), Gothic buildings 
are inserted in a modern context, “divorced […] from social or historical resonance.”134 
Some British Gothic tropes were also reworked in a similar perspective: Radcliffean 
explained supernatural, for instance, survives in American Gothic, but in Charles Brockden 
Brown’s Wieland (1798) ceases to be a source of relief, turning instead in a further descent 
into madness, causing disorientation rather than closure. Poe would later subsume this 
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alteration into his own short stories, to shun explanatory endings and reach the effect of 
estrangement, which placed his stories on an existential rather than political level.  
Colonization and the so-called “frontier spirit”, furthermore, engendered dreams and 
nightmares in equal measure: newly settled lands were a dangerous liminal spaces in which 
a promising future coexisted with constant threats from the environment itself and from its 
native inhabitants. The creation of an entirely new country could entail utopic futures in 
which a better humanity could find its realization, but also the failure of all those enterprises 
and the annihilation of hopes and dreams: to plunge into the unknown, even with the 
optimistic attitude of the protestant entrepreneur, generated its own dreads. Moreover, the 
treatment of native inhabitants of the land that American settlers progressively appropriated 
also led to the repressed guilt stemming from the forcible expropriation and the systematic 
extermination of non-consenting tribes. The American Gothic, consequently, deals with its 
own recent past in a very precise way:  the item of abjection is often violence, a penchant 
for murder and physical harm that re-emerges in novels and short stories alike. This feature 
combines with that repetition compulsion that Freud would later directly associate with the 
concept of “uncanny”:  
The sins of the fathers – their excesses, their violence and abuses, their predispositions towards the 
irrational – are visited upon their children, who, despite their illusion of liberty, find themselves in 
the ironic situation of an intergenerational compulsion to repeat the past.135 
As previously suggested, Poe successfully managed to merge European themes and 
stylistic features, such as the cursed portrait, the double, the recluse woman, and even the 
isolated, decaying manor, and the American fear for an uncertain future and taste for 
violence, especially physical. He was also responsible for the introduction of the “Man of 
the Crowd”: the notion is slightly different from the French flâneur, since this figure 
desperately seeks to be a part of the crowd rather than its observer, and presents a negative 
connotation that Baudelaire’s character lacked. This aberrant Londoner represents “the 
essence of all crime”136, “the type and the genius of deep crime”137 roaming around the entire 
metropolis, from the most fashionable cafes to the most degraded slums, capable of 
everything because he is virtually everyone. In the eponymous tale of 1840, the narrator 
catalogues the scenes that pass before his eyes, his piercing eyes able to distinguish between 
all kinds of human types, even when these distinctions are not as self-evident as he lets out:  
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There were many individuals of dashing appearance, whom I easily understood as belonging to the 
race of swell pick-pockets, with which all great cities are infested. I watched these gentry with much 
inquisitiveness, and found it difficult to imagine how they should ever be mistaken for gentlemen by 
gentlemen themselves. Their voluminousness of wristband, with an air of excessive frankness, should 
betray them at once.138 
This Sherlockian detachment gives way to a sort of excited hunt when the observer spots 
“the man of the crowd”, an individual that transcends classifications because he subsumes 
them all:  
His clothes, generally, were filthy and ragged; but as he came, now and then, within the strong glare 
of a lamp, I perceived that his linen, although dirty, was of beautiful texture; and my vision deceived 
me, or, through a rent in a closely-buttoned and evidently second-handed roquelaire which enveloped 
him, I caught a glimpse both of a diamond and of a dagger.139 
This sort of distillate of the mob, as the incipit of the short story suggests, “lässt sich nicht 
lesen,"140 refuses interpretation and classification and is the guardian of unspeakable secrets. 
To suggest that the essence of criminality, of evil, resides in the crowd and thus in all of its 
components  – in everyone, therefore – is to make clear that the fundamental anxiety of the 
19th century resides in an uncontrollable individuality, dangerous because lost in a sea of 
compliant identities, scattered in all of the singularities that together form the mob. The Man 
of the Crowd has also the merit of bringing to the forefront the urban setting: the metropolis, 
in this case London, becomes the natural scenario for crime, secrets and repression, since its 
labyrinthine structure and faceless crowd are ideal tools for repression and concealment.  
Poe also shared communal traits with Le Fanu, in that both writers tended to leave their 
ghost stories unresolved, or with an open ending, finding a middle ground between Lewis’s 
“pure” supernatural and Radcliffe’s rational explanations, reducing the reader’s sense of 
detachment from the text and fortifying the suspension of disbelief. Tales like The Black Cat 
(1843) or The Tell-Tale Heart (1843) show a  
…progressive narrowing of the safe ground between fascination and fear. This zone is greatly 
reduced in the course of the story, squeezing the reader between conflicting responses that ultimately 
collapse into each other in a moment of horrific recognition.141 
This type of narration, too, would prove fitting for many authors of the late Victorian age, 
since the sense of estrangement that it creates could lead a “Model Reader” to further 
reflections: the recreational function in Gothic texts sheltered a progressively intensifying 
philosophical undercurrent, that sought to investigate “the problems of evil and suffering in 
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both the individual and the national psyche.”142 Classic Gothic novels could contain such an 
undertone, but it is not clear whether those were the intentions of their authors or a later 
reinterpretation of those works. In the case of Victorian ghost stories and, later, novels, this 
intent seems to be the result of a programmatic endeavour.  
3. Fin de siècle Gothic 
The term fin de siècle refers to the period of transition between the end of the 19th century 
and the beginning of the 20th, and carries with it the distinct presage of the end of an era. 
With the reign of Victoria approaching its golden jubilee, the subjects of the ageing queen 
found themselves moving nearer to an unknown future, supported and at the same time 
alarmed by the numerous processes of change that had animated the central years of the 
century. Science, in particular, had to some extent substituted the figure of an ordering God, 
but its ways appeared no less mysterious, engendering those fears of degeneration that were 
collected in 1892 in one of the most influential treatises of the time, Degeneration by Max 
Nordau. The fears veiled in the works of realist Victorian authors now seemed to find a 
validation in the new form of the modern world: imperial dominance was constantly 
threatened by rival colonial powers, as in the Anglo-Boer wars, and the growing unrest in 
India and Ireland, where nationalist and separatist movements were gaining increasing 
consent. As the peak in social reforms and policies carried out towards the end of the century 
demonstrates, the effects of the Industrial Revolution and of the urbanization of Britain also 
started to set in:  
This was a highly progressive society now experiencing the social and psychological effects of the 
Industrial Revolution; crime and disease ran rife within the city slums, aggravated by the influx of 
farm workers whose livelihood had been destroyed by the agricultural depression. This was a 
predominantly bourgeois society which, having prided itself on moral superiority, now faced 
challenges to the traditional values and family structures upon which its much-vaunted superiority 
was based.143 
Science, too, contributed to this climate of unsettling realization that what had been 
invested into as “progress” might not spawn entirely positive ramifications: degeneration 
was, after all, a side effect of the evolutionary theory, since the possibility of progress lodges 
inside itself a potential for regression. Collateral theories such as phrenology and atavism 
thrived on the rise in criminality, doubtlessly stemming from the unbearable living 
conditions of a vast portion of the population, but also marked by sensational events such as 
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the case of Jack the Ripper. Publications by physicians considered authoritative at the time, 
such as Cesare Lombroso or Alexandre Lacassagne, who implemented these theories in their 
formulations on criminology, further marginalized categories that were already regarded as 
inferior, such as colonial subjects, women and Jews.  
Victorian authors of the fin de siècle  dealt with this distressing reality in various ways: 
some of them, like George Eliot or Thomas Hardy, relied on realism, while others recognized 
and took advantage of the power of the fantastic and, often, of the supernatural. Robert Louis 
Stevenson defended the second approach in two essays: “A Gossip on Romance”, written in 
1882, and “A Humble Remonstrance”, written in 1885. “A Gossip on Romance” forcefully 
dispels the notion of a total identification between readers and characters, remarking that 
even the most complete suspension of disbelief always rests on a conscious act, concluding 
that 
It is thus possible to construct a story, even of tragic import, in which every incident, detail and trick 
of circumstance shall be welcome to the reader's thoughts. Fiction is to the grown man what play is 
to the child; it is there that he changes the atmosphere and tenor of his life.144 
 
“A Humble Remonstrance was articulated as a response to “The Art of Fiction”, an article 
in which Henry James argued that art finds its purpose in faithfully portraying the 
world.145Art, Stevenson contends, consists of an “independent creative aim”,146 for “So far 
as it imitates at all, it imitates not life but speech […] Our art is occupied [...] not so much 
in making stories true as in making them typical; not so much in capturing the lineaments of 
each fact, as in marshalling all of them towards a common end.”147 If life is the subject of 
the work of art, there ought to be a discrepancy between the two: “Life is monstrous, infinite, 
illogical, abrupt and poignant; a work of art, in comparison, is neat, finite, self-contained, 
rational, flowing and emasculate.”148 The fragmentary nature of life, its brutality, is 
according to Stevenson subsumed and thus on a certain level distorted by the unifying 
process of narrating in a concatenation of events. Upon reflection, this seems to be the 
process by which he represented the disjunction of the human psyche and the scission 
between public and private life in Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). On a 
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structural level, its apparently disconnected framework mixes a third person narrator with 
two confessional letters that envisage Dr. Lanyon and Dr. Jekyll himself as enunciators and 
Utterson as receiver. Ultimately, however, this configuration is instrumental in reproducing 
the point of view of an external agent, Utterson, and consequently of the reader: for the 
largest part of the novel, the unfolding of the events is recounted by the non-omniscient 
external narrator which is unable to solve the mystery presented by the uncanny events 
surrounding Dr. Jekyll. The letters operate as a final revelation that fulfil two duties: firstly, 
they heighten the level of pathos by presenting a first-hand account of unimaginable 
circumstances, at the same time giving them more credibility by virtue of the joint 
participation of Dr. Lanyon and Dr. Jekyll in covering the entire extent of the incident. 
Secondly, they act as rational, scientific explanations to the nocturnal monstrosity that is Mr. 
Hyde, in this resembling the explained supernatural of the Gothic and its use of plurivocity 
in the form of analogous confessional letters and rediscovered manuscripts. This is just one 
of the many Gothic elements present in Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, adapted 
by Stevenson to “articulate some of the most alarming anxieties of the age,”149 thus initiating 
“a renaissance of fantastic fiction” that was soon enriched by the works of Bram Stoker, 
Oscar Wilde and even Henry James.  
The most prominent and most thoroughly investigated aspect is that of the doppelgänger, 
here as in Poe or Hoffmann incarnating the divided self. The turning point is that Mr. Edward 
Hyde the villain, malevolent, violent and repulsive, is the nocturnal counterpart of the 
apparently irreprehensible Dr. Henry Jekyll, thus eliminating the clear-cut distinction 
between positive and evil forces and bringing to light what Victorian values had suppressed. 
Dr. Jekyll’s dissociative disorder is articulated in an escalation that leaves him no escape, 
joining persecutor and victim in a narration that noticeably lacks female characters, aside 
from the innocent girl that Hyde tramples at the beginning of the novel, sparking an uncanny 
association between the doctor and the persecuted maiden. This impression is confirmed by 
Jekyll’s will, the element that initially sparks the suspicions of the lawyer Utterson, since it 
entrusts all of the doctor’s assets to Hyde in case of his death or of a disappearance of more 
than three months, evoking nightmares of dispossession that are frequently featured in 
Gothic narrative. Moreover, as the frequency of the transformations increases and trespasses 
in the realm of the diurnal, Jekyll is also subjected to the isolation and imprisonment that the 
typical heroine of romance or of a Gothic tale normally suffers: this time, however, the 
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confinement is self-inflicted, stemming from the irreconcilability between the two selves of 
Jekyll’s psyche. The device of the transforming drug can also be easily ascribed to the realm 
of the fantastic, if not properly Gothic, acting as a potion that brings to light what in Victorian 
morality should remain suppressed. It is, however, also an element of innovation that blends 
Victorian anxieties concerning science and regression with Frankenstein’s Gothicization of 
the laboratory: 
[…] the scientist turns his investigations inwards in fin de siècle gothic, using the language of both 
vivisection and chemistry and making the laboratory the arena for a new kind of introspection. Dr 
Jekyll in Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886) transforms an old 
‘dissecting room’ into a laboratory in which he separates the cells which make up the two sides of 
his ‘dual’ self […].150 
Hyde’s appearance inspires instinctual loathing and repulsion, in what resembles the 
natural reaction of the prey cornered by its predator: after his first encounter with him, Mr. 
Enfield relates to Utterson that the man is perceived as something to be killed, a danger to 
be neutered by its utter elimination even by apparently collected and impassive gentlemen. 
This innate repugnance of the monster, also present in Frankenstein, is associated with an 
atavistic fear of regression, as confirmed by his simian movements and “pale and dwarfish” 
image.151 Hyde does doubtlessly represent the repressed elements of Victorian conscience, 
primarily sexuality, demonstrating how this prolonged suppression could burst into much 
graver consequences than “scandalous” behaviour; the element of scientific disturbance and 
particularly degeneration, however, cannot be easily dismissed, since it remains at the core 
of many other works of this period. Similarly, the London setting of the novel is something 
that associates it to the “domestic” trend initiated by realist authors and distinctive of fin de 
siècle Gothic works. The unknowable city, usually explored during the night and shrouded 
in an impenetrable fog, becomes the centre of attraction of deviant narratives that identify in 
the nameless crowd and blackened buildings a counterpart of the repressed psyche. Hyde’s 
lodgings are thus constructed to give an impression of the man who inhabits them: 
As the cab drew up before the address indicated, the fog lifted a little and showed him a dingy street, 
a gin palace, a low French eating house, a shop for the retail of penny numbers and twopenny salads, 
many ragged children huddled in the doorways, and many women of many different nationalities 
passing out, key in hand, to have a morning glass; and the next moment the fog settled down again 
upon that part, as brown as umber, and cut him off from his blackguardly surroundings. This was the 
home of Henry Jekyll's favourite; of a man who was heir to a quarter of a million sterling.152 
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The neighbourhood is populated by a ragged, faceless mob “of many, different 
nationalities”, embodying at the same time fears concerning identity, poverty and 
colonization and shrouding them in an unsettling brown fog that seems to leave no respite. 
Jekyll, the respectable doctor with a dark secret, also finds his equivalent in a building, one 
that is not as solid and reassuring as it initially appears: 
Round the corner from the by-street, there was a square of ancient, handsome houses, now for the 
most part decayed from their high estate and let in flats and chambers to all sorts and conditions of 
men; map-engravers, architects, shady lawyers and the agents of obscure enterprises. One house, 
however, second from the corner, was still occupied entire; and at the door of this, which wore a 
great air of wealth and comfort, though it was now plunged in darkness except for the fanlight […]153 
In this description, Stevenson provides the reader with clues concerning the house and, 
as a result, its tenant: the once beautiful, wholesome quarter shows signs of fragmentation 
and decay, in an objective correlative of Victorian society and values. To confirm this line 
of reasoning, the occupants of the now partitioned estates are all somehow connected to the 
new state of affairs: map-engravers are connected to colonialism and exoticism; architects 
are appointed with reshaping the urban landscape; lawyers have to do with crime and fraud; 
as for the “agents of obscure enterprises,”154 this designation already involves conspiracies 
and treachery. While the house of the doctor is initially set aside from its surroundings by 
“however”, the successive image introduced by “though”, makes clear that his soul, too, is 
in peril: the door, “now plunged in darkness except for the fanlight,”155 is the entrance to the 
frail conscience of Jekyll already besieged by the evil Hyde.  
Similarly to Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891) 
employs a dual image of the city to shed light on the dual nature of its protagonist; Wilde, 
however, takes this identification to the next level by extending it beyond the city walls to 
invade the yet unviolated English countryside, the space that even the gloomy Mr. Glowry 
deemed to be too rational for Gothic reveries. The Gothic trope of the animated portrait is to 
be interpreted here by combining different perspectives: the aesthetic one individuates Basil 
as the pure artist, capable of transferring on the canvas the very soul of the object he is 
portraying, rather than its outward appearance. This interpretation is consistent with the 
positions that Wilde expressed in his provocative essay “The Decay of Lying” (1891), in 
which he proclaims the inadequacy of realism and gives praise to an art capable of recreating 
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life in new forms, rather than imitating it.156 This first point of contact with Stevenson is 
repeated in the metaphoric interpretation of the portrait: once again, a divided self finds an 
external outlet, rather than consuming its tragedy on the inside of the individual. Contrarily 
to Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, in The Picture of Dorian Gray the partition 
between spaces is total: Dorian’s Mayfair acquaintances are completely unaware of his 
double life, their bright and prim living rooms and diurnal teas placed in sharp contrast with 
his nocturnal wanderings in the East End. Wilde devotes many paragraphs to the accurate 
description of both worlds, faithfully portraying urbane gentlemen’s clubs as well as the 
opium dens that Dorian frequents at night, exquisite English gardens and degraded slums, 
but he is also careful never to mix them together. The only occasion when this is allowed to 
happen is James Vane’s stalking of Dorian during a country retreat, and it immediately 
results in murder. The sailor assumes the role of the hunter, decided to kill the man that led 
his beloved sister to suicide, and like an avenging ghost he follows his victim in the idyllic 
Victorian mansion. This is, however, a place where he does not belong, and from which he 
is immediately expelled: the murderer thus becomes the victim, shot during a hunting party, 
his homicide treated like a mere nuisance.  
Suicide is another recurring theme, starting with the innocent Sibyl, touching the guilt-
ridden Alan Campbell and finally including Dorian, whether intentionally or not. The path 
of horror that Dorian walks, his continuous pain, is once more self-inflicted: his downfall 
may be initiated by the hedonistic Henry Wotton, but Wilde clearly points out moments 
when Dorian is presented with possibilities of repentance, from his fatal meeting with Basil 
to his verbal exchange with Sibyl Vane’s brother. However, he repeatedly chooses to avoid 
the confrontation with his inner self: for instance, he physically eliminates Basil in his 
capacity of external conscience, and asks his friend Alan Campbell, a chemist, to use science 
to dispose of the body. This nocturnal proceeding uncannily evokes some sort of demonic 
rite, in which a chemical process conveys the dissolution of Dorian’s last vestiges of 
humanity. The incriminated weapon, a dagger, also calls to mind a ritual sacrifice, and 
indeed this same object will bring Dorian to his own demise: when he tries to get rid of the 
portrait by stabbing it with the dagger, he dies, reverting to the monstrous image that was 
until then confined on the canvas.  
Many other fin de siècle novels and tales contributed to revolutionizing the concept of 
Gothic, breathing new life in its tropes or implementing it with new figures. The most 
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“classical” one is probably the ghost story The Turn of the Screw by Henry James (1898), 
which re-elaborates the theme of the governess left to her own devices in an unfamiliar, 
isolated house, and adds the element of the ghastly apparition and even possession. The 
English countryside is once again the theatre for spectral apparitions, resulting in the death 
of a defenceless child, the worst imaginable crime, and indicating that no place is safe from 
the invasion of the irrational. The figure of the governess, moreover, demonstrates that on 
the one hand, heroines are now capable of taking action and provide for themselves; on the 
other hand, however, that the economic dependence on their  employer can cause a whole 
new set of potentially threatening circumstances. Other works expand the range of strange 
and unsettling events even more, openly dealing with contemporary issues: The Island of 
Doctor Moreau (1896), for instance, gives a new interpretation to the Faustian quest that 
animated Frankenstein by dealing with degeneration, vivisection and regression. Displaced 
on a mysterious island, the experiments of the titular character no longer concern the 
animation of corpses: as Darwinism had replaced Creationism, Doctor Moreau strives to 
obtain the same results of nature, rather than God. In his attempts at creating humans from 
other animals, however, he distinctly puts himself in a god-like position, forcing his test 
subjects to recite what he calls the “Law”, a liturgy to praise him and to keep the animals to 
revert to their original status. When this inevitably happens, the blameless Prendick, the only 
character that recognizes the uncanny similarities between the beasts and their “masters”, 
remains the sole human survivor. 157In Well’s novel, the country retreat reverts to its idyllic 
state, being offered as the only possible escape to the uncanny perception of humanity that 
after his flight from the island has followed Prendick to London. Like in this novel, in late 
Victorian literature the preoccupation with abject, deviant bodies is often paired with 
colonial echoes: such is also the undertone in The Beetle (1897) by Richard Marsh, in which 
an Ancient Egyptian demonic creature with the ability of changing form and gender haunts 
Victorian London and, notably, its politicians. The Beetle’s obsession with white skin leaves 
no doubt about British perception of the colonial subject, even when it is devised as a 
dangerous, fiendish monster: 
The Beetle contributes to British fear and anxiety about the Egyptians but also confirms, through the 
very mouth of the monstrous alien, British superiority, and reassuringly dispels any doubts about the 
need for the so-called civilizing mission to continue among such a barbarous and dangerous race.158 
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The approach to colonialism and to the godlike attitude of the imperialist is thus 
diametrically opposite to that expressed in The Island of Doctor Moreau, demonstrating that 
Victorian anxieties were still slowly evolving and coming to conscience, and were far from 
being resolved. A certain fear of the “other” in racial and cultural terms also pervades the fin 
de siècle novel that more than any other influenced the Gothic (and the history of literature 
in general), Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897). Jonathan Harker’s journey to wild Transylvania 
at the beginning of the narration has at is core a property transaction, an estate that the Count 
desires to purchase and that is placed precisely in London, the capital of the Empire. His 
mission outward, therefore, has not the effect of invading – the English solicitor is often 
overwhelmed by the strangeness of his experiences in this new land, and would not survive 
were it not for his monstrous host – but of facilitating the invasion of the outsider. The Gothic 
castle displaced in some remote Carpathian summit is not the setting of Dracula’s crimes, 
even if Jonathan’s imprisonment and the sexual assault that the three female vampires submit 
him to are distinctly evocative of the persecuted maiden plot. Instead, the Count’s 
contamination, symbolized by the Transylvanian mould that he carries to England, like a 
tropical malady is unwittingly brought to British shores by a merchant vessel, and spreads 
from the docks to the city claiming on its way women and children, with all the cultural 
implications that this entails. Female characters are, in fact, another ostensibly controversial 
feature in Dracula: while Jonathan Harker, a man, fulfils the archetype of the threatened 
maiden in his visit to the Count’s castle, his wife Mina and her friend Lucy Westenra are set 
to represent more modern concepts. On one side, the flirtatious but innocuous Lucy is 
transformed into a “wanton”159 vampire that not only tempts her former fiancée in a lustful 
manner, but in a horrific caricature lures children to her bosom in order to feed on them, thus 
projecting anxieties about the Victorian family in its entirety. On the other, the faithful and 
collected Mina is so virginal and incorruptible that even when the vampire manages to feed 
her his blood to control her, she retains enough self-possession to turn this into a weapon 
against him, the sole woman in the coalition assembled by Doctor Van Helsing. While Lucy 
is, even before her vampirization, the recipient and instigator of sexual fantasies and desires 
and is as such an easy prey to the vampire, Mina (by this moment married to Jonathan) is 
maternal without being sexual, successfully representing the schizophrenic Victorian model 
of the angel of the house. As such, she is the object of the passions of the two antithetic 
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characters on which the narration is based: Dracula and Van Helsing. The Dutch doctor is 
able to counteract the bloodthirsty monster because he is a product of Victorian science:  
[…] Professor Van Helsing, of Amsterdam, who knows as much about obscure diseases as any one 
in the world. […]He is a seemingly arbitrary man, but this is because he knows what he is talking 
about better than any one else. He is a philosopher and a metaphysician, and one of the most advanced 
scientists of his day; and he has, I believe, an absolutely open mind. This, with an iron nerve, a temper 
of the ice-brook, an indomitable resolution, self-command, and toleration exalted from virtues to 
blessings, and the kindliest and truest heart that beats—these form his equipment for the noble work 
that he is doing for mankind—work both in theory and practice, for his views are as wide as his all-
embracing sympathy.160  
His absolute confidence in science extends to the belief that vampirism, too, is a disease 
like any other, and the vampire a regressive being, affected by degeneration. Even if he is a 
foreigner, he is nonetheless the guardian of Victorian order, striving to eliminate the threat 
that resides in the Count’s bestiality by any means at his disposition, from science, to 
religion, to detection. His decision to collect and analyse every piece of writing that was 
produced by those who had even a marginal contact with Dracula in search for clues owes 
something to the Gothic tradition of the multiplication of manuscripts, but here it is justified 
at a metanarrative level, by tracing a connection between hermeneutics and investigation. 
For Van Helsing to understand the vampire’s aim is to replicate the process that the reader 
applies, collecting the clues that Stoker has scattered through the novel, in an unitizing action 
that dispels the core property of the monster, that of liminality: 
He is a liminal creature who crosses boundaries: between life and death; man and monster; male and 
female; past and present; East and West. The Count, with his insatiable bloodlust signifying pure 
desire, is the repressed which always returns. As the last of his ancient Transylvanian aristocratic 
line the Count is represented as both primitive and ultra-civilized. He is the foreign, Eastern, "other" 
which threatens to invade the West (specifically England) in a form of reverse 
colonization.161 
This is precisely the reason why Dracula decides to attack Mina, rather than his own 
positive equivalent, Van Helsing: they are too similar in their opposite stands, both elated 
by the chase and both external forces acting upon the fragile system of Victorian 
conventions. She, on the other hand, is a summa of them all, a maternal representation of 
Victorian solidity, as the Doctor notes: “She has man’s brain—a brain that a man should 
have were he much gifted—and a woman’s heart. The good God fashioned her for a purpose, 
believe me, when He made that so good combination.”162 A middle-class woman, secure in 
her status and in her position in the modern world, she is to be protected by the enforcers of 
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this kind of order and inevitably attacked by the dissolving forces  that threaten it. By legally 
moving Dracula to British soil and giving him access to Mina’s mind, Stoker suggests that 
these forces do not lay in the outside of this “virtuous circle”, but rather in the inside: 
[…] the stable self is attacked both from within and without so forcefully that characters representing 
all the institutions of society must band together to defend that security. They become a corporation 
of selves in pursuit of a terrifying danger not only to the single self, but also to the nation.163 
Similarly to the doppelgänger motif in Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and The 
Portrait of Dorian Gray, in Dracula the vampire embodies a menace that cannot be 
completely externalized, even if the Gothic figure of the Count, exotic and archaic, certainly 
reveals at least an attempt in this direction. Sexual “deviation”, colonization, perplexities 
regarding science and progress, social changes: Count Dracula epitomizes them all, and yet 
disguises them so thoroughly that his contemporaries did not seem to see through his black 
garments and sharp fangs; his protean nature, however, effortlessly suited postmodern 
writing, turning Dracula into the everlasting classic and influential model that we know 
today.  
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III. From Sensation Novel to Crime Fiction 
 
1. Victorian Sensation Novel 
To discuss the rise and diffusion of the Sensation novel, it is necessary to take a step back 
from the fin de siècle and return to the half of the 19th century, with particular focus on the 
two decades following 1860. Many factors contributed to the development of this specific 
genre: precursors of Sensation novels are alternately identified in Gothic novels, realist 
novels of the half of the century and Newgate novels, but these many influences appear to 
be so closely knit together, that it is difficult to give prominence to one over the other.  
Newgate novels derived their name from the Newgate Calendar, a collection of “accounts 
of the lives, trials, confessions, punishments and/or escapes from, or evasions of the law of 
celebrated criminals”164 presented to the public as “works of moral improvement.”165 First 
editions of the Newgate Calendars started to circulate during the mid-18th century, focusing 
on various types of crimes in a “theological […] frame of reference”166, and reached the apex 
of their popularity between the end of 1830 and the beginning of 1840, acquiring a more 
legalistic tone. Authors like Edward Bulwer-Lytton or William Harrison Ainsworth often 
drew inspiration from the already dramatized cases presented in the Calendar, and turned 
them into fully-fledged novels that were loved by the public as much as they were satirized 
by critics. One of the most frequent accusations addressed to Newgate novels was that they 
glamorized crime and criminals by sympathizing with them, creating objects of admiration 
rather than pointing out their faults and moral deviance. To add to their disgrace, they were 
also partially indebted to the Gothic tradition, as the case of Ainsworth’s Rookwood (1834) 
serves to illustrate: 
Rookwood  […]  self-consciously sought to substitute an ‘old English highwayman’ for the more 
exotic Italian brigands favoured by Ann Radcliffe […] in an otherwise Radcliffian mix of a family 
curse, a secret marriage, an inheritance plot, and a struggle between half-brothers, in such gothic 
settings as an old manor house and a ghastly burial ground.167 
The slow unveiling of plots connected to property or to some family secret certainly 
served to enthral readers and involve them in the chase after the truth, but it also sustained 
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the creation of more complicated characters that could be used to engage with social or 
political issues. Dickens, for instance, in revealing that Hugh, the vicious and angry hostler 
in Barnaby Rudge168, is the illegitimate son of Lord Chester, the main villain of the novel, 
and a gipsy woman hanged when he was a boy, poses unsettling questions about both the 
treatment of lower classes and heredity. This kind of rendition might have been more 
appealing for audiences, but predictably attracted controversy: William Makepeace 
Thackeray on Fraser’s Magazine attacked even Oliver Twist as a representative of the genre, 
169 condemning its captivating portraits of the wicked, ensnaring Fagin and the fallen yet 
honourable Nancy. Newgate novels were charged with the same imputation addressed to 
romances and, later, to Gothic fiction during the course of the 18th century: of distorting 
reality and engaging with immoral or corrupting topics for the sake of sales and popularity. 
The controversy was not helped by the increase in literacy; if anything, it was made more 
critical by the social order brought about by the Industrial Revolution. As Pykett remarks, 
The Newgate debate was also a debate about hierarchies, both social and literary. It was about 
keeping the different classes of society separate both in fiction and as readers of fiction. One of the 
objections to the Newgate novel was that it imported the literature of the streets (popular ballads, and 
broadsheets gallows confessions) to the drawing room […]170 
Intertextuality was, at this stage, regarded as degrading rather than productive, especially 
when themes and tropes were borrowed from “inferior” genres connected with “lowly” 
classes, considered too debased to understand, much less give birth to, a literature that was 
worthy of this name. Highbrow reproach notwithstanding, around 1850 (when public 
libraries were instituted) the working class increasingly gained access to literature: 
institutions such as circulating libraries or the introduction of “railway editions”, cheaper 
reprints of English classics, finally provided an alternative to expensive three-decker 
editions.171 Magazines, too, offered serialized fiction that proved to be a form of publication 
that granted a secure income to the author and a greater affordability to readers at the same 
time, even if it posed a constraint on the artistic development of the narrative. While the 
lower class was just starting to approach printed literature, the middle class, from its outset 
an avid consumer of novels, attuned its habits to the centrality that family had acquired in 
Victorian times: reading became a “common sociable family activity within the middle-class 
home, members taking it in turn to read aloud from the current volume”.172  
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All these factors concurred to model the form and contents of the Sensation novel and, 
needless to say, marked it as a lower genre in the eyes of contemporary critics. Like the 
Newgate novel, its themes were often drawn from journalistic accounts of renowned or 
unusual criminal cases, which were then re-elaborated to acquire a more adventurous 
undertone and to suit the taste of the public. Henry James already pointed out how the 
Sensation novel reworked Gothic features in in his article “Miss Braddon” (1865), 
furthermore observing that the element that gave it more force was that it dealt with “the 
mysteries that are at our own door”, rather than with Italian or French landscapes and 
characters.173 His assessment specifically pointed out the spatial element, noting how British 
cities and country houses replaced European castles and dilapidated abbeys, making the 
narration all the more fearful for it. The temporal aspect, however, was not less fundamental: 
Sensation writers favored the most contemporary of incidents, sifting through newspapers 
to find inspiration or exposing the hypocrisies of their own society, rather than setting their 
novels in a more or less remoted past. Such a direct treatment of current issues was evidently 
popular with readers, since Sensation novels obtained a success that, for a time, led them to 
“displace domestic realism as the dominant fictional form”. 174 The key to this exceeding 
public favour probably resided in the fact that, like the Gothic before it, the Sensation novel 
was able to channel repressed feelings and anxieties of a society outwardly concerned with 
morality and stability to the point of hypocrisy, and to the expense of spontaneity. As 
Maurizio Ascari puts it,  
Sensation novels did not abide by the tacit agreement whereby British authors abstained from dealing 
with subjects regarded as unsuitable for the young. This voluntary form of preventive censorship – a 
pact James was to describe as ‘the convention’ – had allowed novels to circulate freely in every 
respectable household, but sensation fiction put the Victorians in mind of licentious French novels.175 
Sensation novels often presented villains that, while still murderous and reproachable, did 
non lack charm, as well as heroines that finally took matters in their own hands and acted, 
for better or for worse, according to their own will. While relying on police reports and 
newspaper accounts for inspiration, the Sensation novel earned this definition by blurring 
the boundaries between fact and fiction, presenting the accounts as real but stretching “the 
boundaries of what we might call reality to the utmost,”176 and generally presenting the 
narration in a confessional form, focusing on the character’s physical and emotional 
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reactions. Gothic elements like the isolated house and the revenge plot, but also the 
premonitory dream, the revenant, the double and the family curse found their way in altered 
forms in the Sensation novel, reinforcing its intertextuality and contributing to the 
construction of the mystery, the puzzle to solve. This is perhaps the most debated feature of 
Sensation fiction: the detective pattern recurring in the almost totality of the works pertaining 
to this genre unquestionably constitutes one of the models for the crime fiction stories of the 
end of the century, but the extent of this influence is still difficult to assess.  
 The task of individuating an Ur-Sensation novel is impeded by the hybridity of this genre: 
critical suggestions include Brontë’s Jane Eyre, Bulwer-Lytton’s Lucretia; or, the Children 
of the Night (1846) and Dickens’ Bleak House (1853). By general assent, however, this 
position is usually occupied by The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins (1860), which 
constitutes, like The Castle of Otranto for Gothic fiction, one of the best representatives of 
its genre. It also plays a crucial and often underestimated role in connecting Gothic literature 
with detective fiction, as will become evident after a brief analysis. The Woman in White 
possesses all the elements of a traditional Gothic story: Sir Percival Glyde and Count Fosco 
(a typical Italian villain) concoct a plan to appropriate the dowry of the beautiful and fragile 
Laura Fairlie, exploiting a dark family secret entangled with adultery and madness. The hero, 
Walter Hartright, is Laura’s art teacher; by hopelessly falling in love with his aristocratic 
pupil, he follows one of the most successful plots in romances of all times, veering towards 
the Gothic in freeing her from her incarceration and confronting her persecutor in the 
suggestive setting of a blazing country church. Count Fosco, escaping England thanks to his 
diabolical intelligence, finds his death at the hands of the Italian secret society that he had 
forsaken; the hero and the heroine marry and Laura’s estate is rightfully returned to her.  
Beneath this apparently conservative frame, however, Collins embeds a series of 
novelties that bear the mark of the evolving Victorian world. Structurally, the novel reveals 
the history of its publication, as was usual at the time: first serialized in All the Year Round 
between 1859 and 1860, as the cliffhangers that conclude each chapter denounce, it was then 
released in book form in 1860, accordingly subdivided in three units called “epochs”. Collins 
demonstrated his uncommon mastery of the medium at his disposition by capitalizing on the 
fragmentary form of serialized fiction to achieve a unique degree of plurivocity: The Woman 
in White is partitioned in a whirlwind of confessions, statements and depositions that leave 
nothing uncovered, in compliance with Walter’s fictional design. This overabundance of 
texts has its culmination in the Second Epoch: Walter is silenced by his displacement in 
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Honduras, and Marian is incapacitated by typhoid fever,177while the two villains take 
advantage of the situation to carry out their plan. Collins’ genius resides in avoiding a direct 
account of the facts, and letting the reader participate in the detection by replicating Walter’s 
efforts at composing the puzzle. The initial coherence of Marian’s diary entries is broken 
first by a note by Count Fosco, then by reports completed by a host of secondary characters, 
which include Frederick Fairlie, Laura’s apathetic uncle; Eliza Michelson, the housekeeper 
at Sir Percival’s residence; Hester Pinhorn, a cook; Jane Gould, employed to prepare 
“Laura’s” body for burial; “Laura’s” death certificate; and even the inscription on the 
tombstone. The best part of these characters is only mentioned in this specific section of the 
novel, and this choice is semantically warranted by Walter’s commitment to truth and 
impartiality. Collins thus revives and modernizes the Gothic tradition of interrupting a 
cohesive narration with confessional letters and explanatory manuscripts, adapting it to the 
needs of Victorian publishing, while at the same time taking advantage of its potential to 
enthral his readership. This strategy has the potentiality to legitimate the most inexplicable 
and extraordinary mysteries, since it offers multiple certifications to dispel sceptical 
objections: for this reason, it would be reasonable to expect a widespread diffusion of this 
tool among Sensation novelists, whose plots often bordered on the implausible. However, 
while Collins continued to rely on this method in his successive works, other celebrated 
Sensation novels of the time, like East Lynne by Ellen Wood (1861) or Lady Audley’s Secret 
by Mary Elizabeth Braddon (1862), maintained a conventional, unvarying third person 
narrator. Crime fiction of the fin de siècle, however, was more receptive to Collins’ 
plurivocity, often employing telegrams, newspapers excerpts, confessional letters and, 
generally, written evidence to encourage the reader’s identification with the detective and 
validate plots that were at times quite daring.   
Thematically, the most striking feature of this novel is probably its modernization of 
female characters: The Woman in White presents four of them, each embodying something 
quite different, but significantly, all experiencing some form of segregation or domestic 
confinement. First, the reader is introduced to the ghostly figure of Anne Catherick, Laura’s 
illegitimate half-sisters, a secret that can be anticipated but is only disclosed at the end of the 
novel. Walter Hartright meets her in the Gothic scenario of a moonlit road, and behaves like 
every Gothic hero before him had done, by helping the distressed stranger to escape her 
persecutors without a moment of reflection; Collins, however, immediately complicates the 
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picture by posing the question about her sanity. Is Anne a madwoman, or is her remonstrance 
about Sir Percival legitimate? Collins plays with this question without providing a definite 
answer: her warnings about Sir Percival turn out to be well founded, but inquiries about her 
sanity are cut short by her death.  
The reader, however, might be able to solve the puzzle by comparing her parabola to the 
second case of female confinement, the plot at the expenses of Laura Fairlie. When the reader 
is first introduced to her, Laura is the embodiment of the perfect heroine: beautiful, delicate, 
not particularly smart but sensitive, and clearly stable, only violating her romantic status by 
choosing to marry her intended rather than her true (but fortuneless) love. Then, she is 
coaxed into marrying Sir Percival and passed off as dead while being secluded in an asylum, 
and when Walter finally comes to her rescue, she is but the shell of the woman she was, her 
resemblance to Anne heightened by the nervous breakdown that she has suffered. What 
Collins implies is that this woman has become mad in consequence of the treatment she has 
received, of her infantilization, and if this is true for Laura, the same can be said about Anne, 
cursed by her illegitimacy and scarred by years of abuse. The same principle applies to 
Countess Fosco, whom her husband disciplines in the same way as his numerous pets: like 
a well-trained dog, she obeys him in everything, even if this means endangering her own 
niece. Like a dog, she lovingly follows him everywhere, no matter what cruelties he is 
capable of; the metaphor is carried even further by how he rewards her with caresses and 
treats when he approves of her behaviour. Her willing entrapment is also symbolized by the 
image of the Count’s birds:  
The cockatoo, a most vicious and treacherous bird towards every one else, absolutely seems to love 
him. When he lets it out of its cage, it hops on to his knee, and claws its way up his great big body, 
and rubs its top-knot against his sallow double chin in the most caressing manner imaginable. He has 
only to set the doors of the canaries' cages open, and to call them, and the pretty little cleverly trained 
creatures perch fearlessly on his hand, mount his fat outstretched fingers one by one, when he tells 
them to "go upstairs," and sing together as if they would burst their throats with delight when they 
get to the top finger.178 
Finally, Marian Halcombe, Laura’s stepsister, is possibly the most innovative and 
compelling character of The Woman in White. Count Fosco immensely values her intellect, 
and Marian is perceptive enough to see through his flattery, even if in her detection she is 
initially unable to outsmart him, falling prey to his schemes. Her sickness is of a different 
nature than that of Laura or Anne: she falls ill after standing in the rain to spy on Sir Percival 
and Count Fosco, and while her enemies take advantage of her momentary powerlessness, 
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they are unable to break her spirit. Critics often stress the detective qualities of Walter 
Hartright, but it is Marian who, during his absence, tracks down the supposed Anne 
Catherick to gather evidence, discovers the substitution between her and Laura, and then 
contrives to take her sister to safety. Fosco, the Machiavellian villain and true mastermind 
behind the plot, finds in her his equal, admiring her in a manner that will find its parallel in 
Van Helsing’s words about Mina Harker. During Marian’s illness, he adds a histrionic 
appendix to her diary, commenting on its content and on the character of its owner: 
The tact which I find here, the discretion, the rare courage, the wonderful power of memory, the 
accurate observation of character, the easy grace of style, the charming outbursts of womanly feeling, 
have all inexpressibly increased my admiration of this sublime creature, of this magnificent Marian. 
[…] I lament afresh the cruel necessity which sets our interests at variance, and opposes us to each 
other. Under happier circumstances how worthy I should have been of Miss Halcombe—how worthy 
Miss Halcombe would have been of ME. 179 
Marian thus modernizes the figure of the heroine: she is not charmingly naïve, but smart; 
not passive, but resourceful and determined; resolute and virtuous but loving at the same 
time: “a woman whose conduct transgressed the norms of middle-class femininity, but who 
nevertheless engaged the reader’s interest and sympathy.”180 Furthermore, by making all of 
the four women experiment various degrees of confinement, Collins remarked how the 
fanciful Gothic entrapment was not a remote possibility for Victorian women, who often 
found that true danger resided not outside their home, but at the core of their family. It should 
not be forgotten that inspiration for the outline of the plot to dispossess Laura came from the 
true account of the case of Madame de Douhault, that Collins derived from Maurice Méjan’s 
Recueil des causes célèbres: drugged and institutionalized under a false name, presumed 
dead, Madame de Douhault was finally freed by a loyal friend, but her family refused to 
recognize her in order to retain possession of her estate.181 
Collins’ engagement with current social issues, however, was not paralleled by an in-
depth building of characters: even if they did evolve into something different, this something 
remained quite stereotypical in its own right. In The Woman in White, this stereotypical 
quality is often exposed by the character’s names: for instance, Laura Fairlie, the angelic 
woman, bears the name of Petrarch’s muse in addition to a surname that speaks of her 
loveliness. Walter Hartright, the hero, evokes steadiness and honourability of character, 
while Count Fosco lives up to the darkness suggested by his surname, being as impenetrable 
and all comprising as fog. They indeed fulfil the pattern for which they are designed, the 
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villain finally reached by the consequences of his actions and the hero and heroine marrying 
and generating a child, while Marian, the unconventional character, must settle for a less 
happy and more “punitive” ending, that of the maiden aunt. On the other hand, it is also true 
that the way by which they reach this familial bliss is as tortuous as it is original, partially 
compensating for the disappointing predictability of the final tableau: that is, the paramount 
role of detection. Distancing himself from the Gothic and Newgate novel tradition, Collins 
implies that providence or fate have little to do with the discovery of a crime, safely voicing 
his position through the acute but immoral Count Fosco: 
 ‘It is truly wonderful,’ he said, ‘how easily Society can console itself for the worst of its 
shortcomings with a little bit of clap-trap. The machinery it has set up for the detection of crime is 
miserably ineffective—and yet only invent a moral epigram, saying that it works well, and you blind 
everybody to its blunders, from that moment. Crimes cause their own detection, do they? And murder 
will out (another moral epigram), will it? Ask Coroners who sit at inquests in large towns if that is 
true, Lady Glyde. Ask secretaries of life-assurance companies, if that is true, Miss Halcombe. Read 
your own public journals. In the few cases that get into the newspapers, are there not instances of 
slain bodies found, and no murderers ever discovered? Multiply the cases that are reported by the 
cases that are not reported, and the bodies that are found by the bodies that are not found; and what 
conclusion do you come to? This. That there are foolish criminals who are discovered, and wise 
criminals who escape. The hiding of a crime, or the detection of a crime, what is it? A trial of skill 
between the police on one side, and the individual on the other. When the criminal is a brutal, ignorant 
fool, the police, in nine cases out of ten, win. When the criminal is a resolute, educated, highly-
intelligent man, the police, in nine cases out of ten, lose. If the police win, you generally hear all 
about it. If the police lose, you generally hear nothing. And on this tottering foundation you build up 
your comfortable moral maxim that Crime causes its own detection! Yes—all the crime you know 
of. And, what of the rest?182 
This approach to the solution of the mystery and the crime is proven right by the course 
of the events, when Marian and Walter have to seek justice on their own, since no public 
recognition is given to their claims that Laura Fairlie’s identity has been usurped. They 
carefully gather evidences, in a clash of superior intelligences that sets them against the pre-
emptive machinations of Count Fosco – Percival Glyde is nothing but a puppet, and when 
he is left to his own devices, it is his gross forgery of a document that ultimately precipitates 
the events. As Fosco declares in the comment that he adds to Marian’s diary, his schemes 
carefully take into account his opponents’ countermoves, and only by putting themselves in 
their enemies’ shoes are Marian and Walter capable of neutralizing them. Both police and 
public authorities, it is suggested, are powerless when confronted with legitimate geniuses 
of crime, which will continue undisturbed in their deeds unless an equal intellect is able to 
stop them. This assumption is the driving force of the vast majority of Collins’ works, and 
of Sensation novels in general; it also bears, as it is plain to see, a substantial impact on the 
development of crime fiction.  
                                                          
182 Collins, Wilkie, op. cit., p. 236. 
79 
  
Sensation novels seemed to thrive on liminal identities, a concept that they explored under 
various lights but never condoned, generally shrouding it with murder or illegitimacy and 
often letting it corrode the heart of the family, the relationship between husband and wife. 
In addition to that, the change of identity usually concerns a woman, especially in the works 
of female novelists such as Braddon or Wood, whose complex anti-heroines walk a fine line 
between falling prey to an oppressive society and enjoying their misdeeds. Collins had 
already narrated the story of an illegitimate child in The Dead Secret (1856), but Rosamund 
Treverton is unaware of her true parentage, and therefore cannot be considered at fault. His 
concern is not to point out the immorality of the relationship that led to Rosamund’s 
conception, but rather how even if she has been legally adopted, her tainted birth still 
endangers her positon in the world. Property and identity, it is suggested, are inevitably 
related, and the victims of the hypocritical construct of illegitimacy are mostly innocent. 
Collins evidently held this issue dear, as he returned on it in two other novels, No Name 
(1862) and The Fallen Leaves (1879); this focus on legitimacy, however, seems to stem from 
a broader criticism of the British society and its restrictive and sometimes incongruous laws. 
In Man and Wife (1870), a legal quibble puts the governess Anne at the mercy of a social 
climber that will stop at nothing to get rid of her; in The Law and the Lady (1875), Valeria 
Brinton must investigate the death of her husband’s first wife, single-handedly overturning 
an inconclusive Scottish verdict to restore her husband’s reputation. In The Black Robe 
(1881), the spectre of the catholic Inquisition is recovered from Gothic novels of the 1790s 
to tamper with a perfectly sound marriage and insinuate suspects of bigamy and illegitimacy, 
all for the Church to legally gain possession of an opulent estate. The recurring motif is 
noticeably the belief that the law is unable to help citizens, often even hampering them, and 
the quick-witted women of Collins’ novel have to resort to personal initiative to save 
themselves and their husbands from repercussions that range from disgrace to murder.  
The position of the woman in society, the value of identity and of the public constructs of 
family and household were concerns typical of all Sensation novelists, and, naturally, of 
female writers in particular. In Lady Audley’s Secret, too, the action is prompted by a change 
of identity, and the same happens in East Lynne, demonstrating that this was, indeed, a 
crucial preoccupation of Victorian times; once again, the protagonist of the counterfeit are 
women, even if in these cases the machinations are of their own making. A borderline 
personality, Lady Audley/Lucy Graham/Helen Talboys possibly inherited her mental 
disorder from her mother, but the diagnosis that rules her devious actions as “fits” is not 
entirely convincing. When she believed her first husband to have deserted her and then died, 
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Helen assumed the reassuring identity of a governess to be able to support herself. Her 
devious actions, from the “abandonment” of her first child (for whom she still economically 
provides) to the attempted murder of her first husband, seem to be entirely logical, just not 
morally acceptable. Lady Audley ultimately sacrifices the most sacred Victorian values, 
those of marital bond and motherhood, to her own survival; worse, it is maternity itself that 
has awakened in her the same illness that claimed her mother – possibly, postnatal 
depression: 
My baby was born, and the crisis which had been fatal to my mother arose for me. I escaped, but I 
was more irritable perhaps after my recovery, less inclined to fight the hard battle of the world, more 
disposed to complain of poverty and neglect.183 
Braddon seems to imply that Lady Audley’s self-diagnosed madness is partially a 
convenient explanation for her desperation, but like Anne Catherick in The Woman in White, 
Lucy/Helen is the result of what society has done to her: poverty and the cruelness of the 
woman who was supposed to care for her, at first, but also her husband’s desertion. 
Reproaching Robert for his “courageous” discoveries, Lady Audley notes:  
God knows I have struggled hard enough against you, and fought the battle patiently enough; but 
you have conquered, Mr. Robert Audley. It is a great triumph, is it not—a wonderful victory? You 
have used your cool, calculating, frigid, luminous intellect to a noble purpose. You have conquered—
a MAD WOMAN! […]Yes, a mad woman. When you say that I killed George Talboys, you say the 
truth. When you say that I murdered him treacherously and foully, you lie. I killed him because I AM 
MAD! because my intellect is a little way upon the wrong side of that narrow boundary-line between 
sanity and insanity; because, when George Talboys goaded me, as you have goaded me, and 
reproached me, and threatened me, my mind, never properly balanced, utterly lost its balance, and I 
was mad!184 
Is George Talboy, sheltered and idealized by his friend Robert (who has not seen him in 
at least three years) truly an innocent victim? As a man, fleeing from his responsibilities with 
the excuse of searching for fortune in the colonies is perceived as acceptable by his peers, 
even if this entails leaving a penniless wife and an infant son behind; his rich family does 
not so much as think about the wellbeing of their poorer relatives. None of these 
circumstances exonerates Lady Audley’s deceptions, but the official confirmation to her 
hereditary curse comes to neutralize the implications that her story brings to light: secluded 
in an asylum, her reasons become the raving of a madwoman, not an exposé on the disparity 
that regulates the relationship between the working class and the aristocracy. The Gothic 
themes of madness and of female confinement thus dilute the impact of the social 
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commentary, enabling Braddon to carry out her criticism without exposing the novel to an 
excessive censure: if the heroine is, indeed, mad, as the other characters want to believe, all 
of her actions safely pertain to the realm of the irrational. Ellen Wood is not as clever in East 
Lynne, exploiting the sensation element in premonitory dreams and double identities to a 
weaker effect: Isabel Vane seems to be constantly at the mercy of events, and the irrational 
series of circumstances that the novel presents is not redeemed by a substantial social 
commentary.  
In addition to family, social stratification, identity and the female role, Sensation novels 
confronted another essential anxiety of the Victorian world: that of colonization, with the 
ethical and scientific ramifications that this entailed. In The Moonstone (1868), Collins’ 
other masterpiece, the hero’s investigations are set against an “imperial” backdrop: Colonel 
Herncastle, the heroine’s uncle, has stolen the titular gem during the Siege of 
Seringapatam,185 and his murderous actions have brought the Indian curse protecting the 
jewel upon the family. What Collins implies, far from being a denunciation of the colonial 
power in itself, is a reproach of its “excesses”, an approach that he borrowed from his 
historical source, The Life of General, The Right Honourable Sir David Baird by Theodore 
Hook (1832).186 In his account of the Siege of Seringapatam, Hook deprecates the spoliation 
of the body of the Sultan of Mysore, even if he displayed no such contempt at the 
appropriation of his treasure on behalf of a “Prize Committee”,187 exposing how 
[…] a peculiar British military logic seems again to have been at play: even an empire, like the mafia, 
appears to have its code of “ethics,” and in raiding the treasury and the dead body of Tippoo for 
themselves and not their queen, the soldiery seemed to have crossed a line.188 
This self-righteous assumption animates Collins’ depiction of the theft of the sacred 
stone: Colonel Herncastle adds desecration to murder, and proceeds to include the stolen 
diamond in his testament, turning spoils into inheritance out of malice, believing that its 
nefarious influence will endanger his despised relatives. As previously mentioned, the 
supernatural and the irrational had, at this stage of English literature, already claimed their 
place on British territory, moving from Mediterranean scenarios to English suburbs and 
country houses. Collins perceptively reworked the Gothic trope of displacement and 
exoticism in order to adapt it to Victorian colonialism, operating a substitution of Italy, 
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France and Germany with the English dominions overseas. This replacement was already 
subtly in place in early Victorian novels, as the cases of Dickens and Charlotte Brontë clarify: 
for the first one, Australia in particular became a source of new possibilities granted by the 
rebuilding of identity in the new settlements; for the latter, colonies are rather a cause for 
concern, as the figure of Bertha Mason illustrates. The Gothic had profitably used 
displacement to gain more freedom in narrating events that could meet with censure; in 
Victorian times, the recognition given to colonies acquired an additional significance: 
 To “be” English in the nineteenth century was to be of, and hence constituted by, (the British) 
empire, to claim the summary position not only of Britishness but of empire itself. English identity 
was superincumbent, pressing down on that which simultaneously held it up: the subject races, the 
colonized countries, the “foreign”.189 
Distancing the setting from Europe to focus on Englishness meant to take into account a 
composite identity that ranged from Kent or Yorkshire to the unknowable London, but also 
comprised the Americas, India and Australia: thus, colonies perfectly came to embody the 
concept of “unheimliche”, as places that were simultaneously familiar and uncanny, both 
home and alien at the same time. In The Moonstone, this liminality is epitomized in the 
character of Ezra Jennings, the doctor’s assistant, a strange man of mixed heritage 
emarginated by the rural community due to his physical appearance and secretive 
countenance. His age is indefinable; his dark features have something of “the ancient people 
of the East”190; his eyes are as mesmerizing as those of a snake; but his most striking features 
is possibly his hair:  
Over the top of his head it was still of the deep black which was its natural colour. Round the sides 
of his head—without the slightest gradation of grey to break the force of the extraordinary contrast—
it had turned completely white. The line between the two colours preserved no sort of regularity. At 
one place, the white hair ran up into the black; at another, the black hair ran down into the white. 191 
The fact that his hair exhibits no grey gradations, but at best an overlapping of black and 
white that maintains the singularity of the two colours, suggests that as the product of 
miscegenation Mr. Jennings remains, to quote Derek Walcott, “divided to the vein”. The 
reader is allowed only a few glimpses into this character’s past, enough to enhance his aura 
of mystery: he is vexed by an unspecified slanderous accusation that he is unable to disproof; 
he acknowledges that his father’s family has shunned him, and that his life is one of forced 
solitude and obscurity. Since he previously told Franklin Blake that before moving to 
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England he had lived for many years in the colonies, one might wonder what prevents him 
from going back, and if an even darker secret has led him to sever all ties with his mother’s 
land. Forced to inhabit two worlds at the same time, apparently shunned by both, Mr. 
Jennings’ body is sick and frail, and he is forced to turn to opium to seek respite from the 
pain caused by the mysterious malady that plagues him. Yet, the “irrepressible Ezra 
Jennings”192 is absolutely essential for the successful solution of the mystery, and for 
clearing beyond any reasonable doubt the reputation of Franklin Blake. Being a victim of 
the addiction to laudanum himself, the doctor’s assistant recognizes the symptoms caused 
by the drug in Mr. Blake’s recollection of the night during which the diamond was stolen, 
and is thus able to formulate the hypothesis that the theft of the jewel has happened 
unbeknown to the thief himself. Mr. Jennings therefore acts as a threshold in two senses: he 
connects conscious and unconscious through his medical science, gothically experimenting 
on regression and hypnotic states, but in doing so, he employs a distinctly Indian preparation, 
creating a temporary channel between the English subject and the colonial object (the stolen 
diamond). It is tempting to move from the friendship between Ezra Jennings and the hero, 
Franklin Blake, to envisage a fruitful and equal relationship between colonies and the 
“motherland”; such an interpretation is, however, misleading. The historical framework 
provided by Collins is a first indication of how the exploitation of India, in this case, can 
lead to nothing but horror and dispossession: under the condemnation of the violence 
perpetrated by the British at the expenses of the local population and its culture, there lies 
the assumption that the fruits of this spoliation are themselves cursed. Ezra Jennings, like 
the diamond, is the fruit of a relationship that is implied to be illicit between an unspecified 
colony and Britain, and like the diamond, his permanence in England is cursed: if his life of 
loneliness and misery were not enough to prove this, the ailment that rattles his body 
functions as a clear indicator of it.  
To bring the “moonstone”, an uncanny object that glows of its own light, into the English 
house, is to introduce a foreign body in a well-functioning organism, as the faithful butler 
remarks:  
If he was right, here was our quiet English house suddenly invaded by a devilish Indian Diamond—
bringing after it a conspiracy of living rogues, set loose on us by the vengeance of a dead man. […] 
Who ever heard the like of it—in the nineteenth century, mind; in an age of progress, and in a country 
which rejoices in the blessings of the British constitution? Nobody ever heard the like of it, and, 
consequently, nobody can be expected to believe it. 193 
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Mr. Betteredge once again introduces a concept often suggested by Gothic literature: that 
there should be no place for such intrigues in advanced England. The subtle and yet 
fundamental difference resides in the fact that while characters like Henry Tilney or Mr. 
Glowry had categorically ruled out this possibility, here Betteredge uses it as a petition to 
the reader, asking to be trusted despite the irrationality of the events. The effects of the 
colonial intrusion are unforeseeable, because they are unprecedented, as was the case with 
the majority of Victorian innovations and revolutions: Betterege’s constant interrogation of 
Robinson Crusoe, which he uses like an oracle, denounces the common man nostalgia for 
“simpler times”. A quotation from this seminal novel is also appointed with opening the 
narration: Collins thus deliberately refers to a text that canonically occupies the unique role 
of father of realistic fiction, and that at the same time has at its core the colonial endeavors 
of a man that was still confident in the rightfulness of his enterprises. The incipit of The 
Moonstone further clarifies this point: 
 I have tried that book for years—generally in combination with a pipe of tobacco—and I have found 
it my friend in need in all the necessities of this mortal life. When my spirits are bad—ROBINSON 
CRUSOE. When I want advice—ROBINSON CRUSOE. In past times when my wife plagued me; 
in present times when I have had a drop too much—ROBINSON CRUSOE. I have worn out six stout 
ROBINSON CRUSOES with hard work in my service. On my lady's last birthday she gave me a 
seventh. […] Still, this don't look much like starting the story of the Diamond—does it? I seem to be 
wandering off in search of Lord knows what, Lord knows where. 194 
What the butler searches is correspondingly made clear in the epilogue, reprised by 
Betteredge in a chiasm after the customary Collinsian alternation of voices:  
Where I opened that unrivalled book, I can't say. Where the lines of print at last left off running into 
each other, I know, however, perfectly well. It was at page three hundred and eighteen—a domestic 
bit concerning Robinson Crusoe's marriage, as follows: "With those Thoughts, I considered my new 
Engagement, that I had a Wife "—(Observe! so had Mr. Franklin!)—"one Child born"—(Observe 
again! that might yet be Mr. Franklin's case, too!)—"and my Wife then"—What Robinson Crusoe's 
wife did, or did not do, "then," I felt no desire to discover. I scored the bit about the Child with my 
pencil, and put a morsel of paper for a mark to keep the place; "Lie you there," I said, "till the marriage 
of Mr. Franklin and Miss Rachel is some months older—and then we'll see!"195 
The infallible Robinson Crusoe is – predictably – quite right, and even the cosmopolite 
Mr. Blake good-heartedly admits to be converted to the powers of this literary cornerstone. 
The epideictic value of the novel is reasserted when, the colonial danger removed, the 
Verinder’s estate is safely maintained in possession of its original owners: Rachel Verinder 
and Franklin Blake are cousins, and their marriage and offspring reinstate order and serenity 
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with the promise of continuity. In this way, not only colonial nightmares, but also any 
possibility of unwelcomed change are dispelled in the English countryside daylight.  
2. British inspectors, French policemen and American detectives: first instances 
of crime fiction 
Critical assessments with focus on crime fiction and its development tend to warn against 
a “Doyle-centric” perspective that identifies the creation of Sherlock Holmes as a climactic 
advent preceded by a series of preparatory works; the subject of the present analysis, 
however, inevitably induces a similar angle. To attempt to delineate concisely a genealogy 
of crime fiction, moreover, is a hazardous business: as Poe cleverly pointed out in his reviews 
and in his works of fiction, detection is closely related to the act of reading, and investigation 
in various forms has always been employed by authors to captivate their audience. 
Endeavouring to systematize critical approaches to this problem, Ascari identifies three 
different currents: “purists” trace the origin of detective fiction to Poe’s “The Murders in the 
Rue Morgue” (1841); “philologists” designate Caleb Williams by William Godwin as the 
first detective story; and “encyclopaedists” tend to collect instances of this genre in an array 
of texts ranging from the Bible to Voltaire.196 T. S. Eliot presented a fourth option, 
suggesting in “Wilkie Collins and Dickens” that “The Moonstone is the first and greatest of 
English detective novels”197, excluding Poe on account of his nationality, but also noting 
that  
The detective story, as created by Poe, is something as specialized and as intellectual as a chess 
problem; whereas the best English detective fiction has relied less on the beauty of the mathematical 
problem and much more on the intangible human element.198 
Abstracting from the particularisms of each position, two main outlooks seem to emerge: 
one considers “detective fictions” those works that have at their core an investigation or 
detection, irrespective of the figure that carries it out. Caleb Williams could thus be equally 
regarded as a Gothic novel or an early example of detective fiction, since the protagonist 
actively searches for clues to solve a murder case; Sensation fiction could naturally assume 
the same two-folded identity. The other approach only bestows the title of detective fiction 
upon narratives that fulfil one indispensable condition: the presence of a “professional” 
detective, either belonging to the official Police or acting as a private force, marking the 
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appearance of Dupin in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841) as the critical event in the 
birth of this genre.  
While Poe undeniably represents a turning point in the development of crime fiction, 
inestimably influencing the figure of the detective and the structure of the narration, to 
portray him as the sole progenitor of the genre would be to ignore the milieu in which its 
British branch, at least, was molded. Knight, for instance, indicates the Newgate Calendars 
as precursors of detective fiction, especially in their renovated 19th-century edition, for their 
fictionalized reports already encapsulated a subtle distrust for official policing that would 
become topical in Doyle, and presented the cases through a collection of clues.199 Equally 
significant is the Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, a popular Scottish publication whose 
miscellanea section featured horror stories of various kinds and tones, uniformed by their 
focus on “sensations”, as satirically pointed out by Poe. 200 Centered on exceptional tales 
and points of view, like that of the man who escapes death on the scaffold in “The Revenant” 
or the despicable protagonist of “Confessions of an English Opium Eater”, the Blackwood 
magazine “brought the Gothic interest in sensational feelings and insights into close contact 
with domestic crime.”201Critical assessments that argue in favour of a Gothic genesis of 
crime fiction also generally cite either Schiller's Die Räuber and Der Geisterseher or 
Hoffmann's Das Fräulein von Scuderi (1820) as source texts,202 a standpoint that “purists” 
would challenge, but nonetheless a compelling one. It is true that for what concerns these 
texts, the absence of a professional detective and a structure that relies more on casualties 
than on detection seems to indicate a closer relation with sensation novels than with full-
formed detective fiction. Assuming a relationship of continuity between these two genres, 
however, it is possible to highlight how the “ambient mood of fear and doubt which the 
detective will exorcise”203 has its root in the carefully constructed atmosphere of doubt 
bordering on paranoia that was explored by Gothic writing. 
2.1.  Sensational transitions 
With respect to the works of Schiller and Hoffmann, Sensation novels took a step further: 
they combined the figure of an amateur detective with a structure that hinges on a gradual 
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acquisition of clues and details leading to the final revelation. Their convergence towards 
detective fiction was progressive and steady, reaching various degrees of accomplishment 
depending on the author and even on the single novel, as the inconstant successes of Wilkie 
Collins serve to prove. If we refer to Ellery Queen’s three criteria for the definition of the 
detective story – the detective must carry out an investigation; be the protagonist of the story; 
and defeat the criminal – 204 Braddon seems to fall short. In Lady Audley’s Secret, Robert 
Audley acts as a self-appointed investigator, collecting clues, examining personal effects of 
the woman he suspects, asking for depositions from possible witnesses, and, crucially, 
constantly recording his findings. As for his defeat of the criminal, Lady Audley’s secret is 
finally exposed and she is confined in a mental institution, thus being incapacitated; 
consequently, in all this the novel meets Queen’s requirements. Robert is not, however, the 
sole protagonist of the narration: too much agency and psychological analysis is granted to 
the villain herself, casting the shade of doubt on the pacific and convenient diagnosis of 
madness that not even the doctor appointed by the Audley family is comfortable enough to 
issue. The final revelation of the motives of the criminal, however, later became a 
conventional element of detective stories, which often play with the concept of moral action 
and lawful judgement, humanizing murderers in the light of their pasts.  
In Dickens’ Bleak House, revelations are so frequent that they become the norm, and the 
murder mystery, far from being the central incident of the novel, feels more like an event 
especially devised to toy with the figure of the professional detective Inspector Bucket, the 
worthy official that successfully solves the case. While the protagonist of the story is 
undoubtedly Esther Summerson, Inspector Bucket has earned his place as the first “true” 
British detective by putting into effect strategies that would gain widespread success; and 
yet, by comparing him with his fellow official or unofficial investigators, points of contact 
often coexist with discrepancies. He does, for instance, make use of disguises – he passes 
himself off as a doctor – but he generally acts lawfully and openly, preferring to interrogate 
informed suspects rather than tricking them into confessing. He is able to adapt his register 
in accordance with the character that he is questioning, eliciting their liking to achieve his 
ends, but he does so in a straightforward way that never seems to trespass into deceit: his 
manners are as warm as Holmes’ are detached and sardonic. Rather than pointing out the 
inadequacy of the police, moreover, Inspector Bucket cooperates with them, dispelling the 
detective fiction trope of the distrust for the official force: modeled on Dickens’ friend, 
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inspector Charles Frederick Field, who served in Scotland Yard before turning to private 
practice, Bucket also avoids subterfuges such as theft or burglary, popular in other novels 
and a typical practice of Sherlock Holmes’.  
Wilkie Collins is probably the Sensation author that explored more than any other the 
opportunities provided by detection. The Woman in White is usually indicated as the first of 
his works to present a structure based on investigation; it being understood that the value of 
this novel is indisputable, this evaluation probably stems from the critical disregard of his 
previous achievements. Hide and Seek (1854), in many ways a typical Sensation novel 
brimming with Collinsian themes such as physical disabilities, illegitimacy, and the unhappy 
costs of a prudish society, also enacts a detection that is much more similar to Sherlock’s 
course of action than to Bucket’s friendly interrogations. Matthew Grice, the most active 
character in the novel, stops at nothing to discover the identity of the seducer of his sister 
Mary and father of her baby, grown up to be the beautiful but deaf-mute Madonna (Mary 
Grice Jr.), already coincidentally living a few steps away from her biological father. As is 
typical with the writing of Collins, Gothic or classic topoi are re-written in a modern guise: 
the anagnorisis guided by an inherited item (a bracelet and a lock of hair) is tainted by the 
theft of the said item from a locked cabinet, an action that Grice performs for the sake of the 
solution of the problem. Grice is also an interesting borderline figure: nicknamed 
“Marksman” when he joined an “exploring gang” during his foray in the American 
continent,205 his scalp is said to be fluttering in the wind in some remote “Indian” village, 
and if nothing much is known about his time in the colonies, this datum alone may suffice 
to hint at the quality of his life there. However, with respect to Dupin, Holmes and even 
Collins’ own creation, Sergeant Cuff, “Marksman” is less innovative in that while quirky 
and eccentric, his social status is what enables him to come and go as he pleases, given that 
his station in life remains slightly higher than that of the other characters. In “A Stolen 
Letter” (1854), a tale probably inspired by “The Purloined Letter” by Poe, the protagonist is 
a lawyer, the young Mr. Boxious, and his not entirely commendable methods (involving 
flattering a chambermaid, having the villain shadowed, pick-pocketing, and burglarizing) in 
retrieving the titular letter are validated by his profession. In addition to recurring to illegal 
means to reach the legitimate conclusion of the case, the “detective” is aided by an 
exceptional line of reasoning that allows him to foresee the moves of his opponents and 
counterbalance them to achieve the maximum suspense during the unfolding of the events.  
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The same premises animate The Woman in White, even if the inquest at its core is atypical: 
the villain is almost immediately unmasked and Marian and Walter act in search for proof 
of Sir Percival’s wrongdoings rather than clues as to who committed the crime. Their joint 
investigation is also aimed at solving the mystery surrounding the spectral Anne Catherick, 
and in doing so they do not hesitate in committing transgressions themselves. The choral 
nature of the novel seems to prevent the identification of a single protagonist, but it is 
undeniable that Walter and Marian, the two detectives of the story, dominate the narration: 
if we consider them to be the first detective duo (an interpretation made possible by their 
complete cooperation), The Woman in White can indeed be read as an prototypical detective 
novel. Walter’s open design of collecting a truthful account of the events, moreover, 
consolidates the tie between testimony and detection, a tie that needs to be substantiated by 
circumstantial evidence: Anne, Walter, Laura, Marian, Count Fosco, all provide their own 
deposition, and still only the forgery on the parish register finally clarifies the family 
mystery. The interconnection between legibility and detection is thus multiplanar: it unfolds 
at a literary level, where it is mediated by an abundance of secondary texts within the text – 
letters, signed confessions, diary entries, notes, certified diagnosis, and even the afore 
mentioned inscription on a tombstone. At the same time, it is thoroughly entrenched in a 
metaliterary level, since authors were well aware of the mimicking process put in place by 
the reader, who had to collect clues and formulate a hypothesis in parallel with the detective 
figure, and carefully supervised it through different strategies. The Woman in White, for 
instance, lets the audience and Marian and Walter simultaneously acquire every new piece 
of information; the two characters do not possess specific knowledge that the reader lacks. 
It is true that in this novel the surprise element and shock value still predominate over the 
process of deduction itself, but this pattern, often referred to as “fair-play rule,”206 initially 
outclassed by “omniscient” detectives à la Dupin or Sherlock, was later recovered by writers 
of the stature of Agatha Christie and G. K. Chesterton. The Woman in White can also claim 
another merit: that of smoothly transforming the tyrannical Gothic villain into a sardonic 
archenemy. Count Fosco harbors no ill feelings towards Laura or Walter; as for Marian, he 
decidedly admires her and resents his position towards her, and still, he remains the 
unfaltering mastermind behind Laura’s abduction. Collins here depicts a character that is 
dangerous not in his immorality, but in his amorality; his potential could be directed towards 
the good, but he has chosen convenience, which in this case results in incommensurable evil. 
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The confrontation between him and the two detectives is a clash of minds, of strategies and 
counter-strategies that transforms the accidents that drove the narration in romances or 
Gothic fiction into laboriously acquired new pieces of information and carefully studied 
plans.  
With their almost journalistic attention for current events, Sensation novels also recorded 
the public perception of law enforcement following the creation of the Metropolitan Police 
in 1829 and of the Detective Police in 1842.207 Like Inspector Bucket in Bleak House, 
Sergeant Cuff in The Moonstone belongs to the official force, and dares to cross social 
boundaries in his interactions with suspects; traditionally, he is also characterized by an 
unique quirk, in this case his passion for rare roses. Cuff is indisputably a peripheral 
character, only appearing for a short time; in addition to that, far from incriminating the 
culprit, the inspector accuses Rachel, mistaking her concern for Mr. Blake for guilt and 
consequently proving his fallibility. The character remains relevant for later developments 
of the genre, for instance providing the model for Holmes’ retirement in cultivating an 
innocuous hobby – in Cuff’s case, it is roses, in Holmes’, apiculture – but demonstrating a 
line of reasoning fatally hindered by his lack of recognition of the effects of opium and by a 
certain short-sightedness when it comes to the suspects’ ulterior motives. In this and in many 
other respects, The Moonstone clearly anticipates “many elements […] which now constitute 
the detective novelist’s stock in trade”: 208 
[…] the altercation between the incompetent local police and the efficient city police, the solution by 
an amateur of a crime which a professional has failed to solve, the difficulties caused by a character's 
withholding vital evidence, the scientific reconstruction of the crime, the detective's summation of 
the case, and the skillful shifting of suspicion from person to person.209 
The Moonstone is, like The Woman in White, a polyphonic novel, in which the male 
protagonist and detective by necessity, Franklin Blake, insists on collecting a variety of 
accounts relating the strange accident that befell his family. Compared with Walter 
Hartright, Franklin Blake has a lager freedom of movement that stems from his superior 
social position and familiarity with everyone involved; moreover, his opponent, Godfrey 
Ablewhite, does not possess the Machiavellian genius of Count Fosco, and his theft of the 
stone is accidental rather than calculated. The investigation itself, however, is more 
systematic than that in The Woman in White, relying on a collection of significant details 
(like a smear on the fresh painting on the door of the incriminated room), as well as the 
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recovery of hidden proof and the re-enactments of the crime. The blind spot for Franklin and 
Cuff is represented by their lack of specific scientific knowledge: even if both men are 
resourceful in their own right, Franklin by virtue of his cosmopolite upbringing and Cuff 
specifically trained as an inspector, only a medical cognition of drugs and altered states of 
consciousness can absolve the unlikely criminal. This expertise is supplied by Ezra Jennings, 
addicted to opium himself and supposedly knowledgeable about colonial tinctures on 
account of his mixed heritage: the fair-pay rule here operates by letting Franklin acquire the 
new information in concurrence with the reader. Franklin, in other words, is not expected to 
know about exotic preparations and their effects; Cuff, on the other hand, never considers 
the necessity of researching in this field, since his failure to elicit Rachel’s trust deprives him 
of the information that Franklin has, indeed, stolen the stone. Franklin Blake and Walter 
Hartright still belong to empyrean of valiant heroes, since even if they substitute action and 
physical force with painstaking investigations, they abide by the formative axiom that 
prescribes that the male protagonist should prove worthy of the woman he intends to marry, 
and liberate her from an impending danger. Cuff, on the other hand, is with all probability a 
subtle parody of existing detectives, such as Lecoq, Dupin and especially Inspector Bucket, 
the creation of Collins’ close friend Dickens:  
[…] a grizzled, elderly man, so miserably lean that he looked as if he had not got an ounce of flesh 
on his bones in any part of him. […] His face was as sharp as a hatchet, and the skin of it was as 
yellow and dry and withered as an autumn leaf. His eyes, of a steely light grey, had a very 
disconcerting trick, when they encountered your eyes, of looking as if they expected something more 
from you than you were aware of yourself. His walk was soft; his voice was melancholy; his long 
lanky fingers were hooked like claws. He might have been a parson, or an undertaker—or anything 
else you like, except what he really was. 210 
Cuff, this tool of science evoking a scalpel in all his features, applies a systematic method 
that indeed claims its successes; however, he fundamentally misinterprets the human 
relations that could direct the investigation to a correct solution. For all his celebrated genius, 
it is not the new figure of the professional detective, but still the amateur that remains the 
center of the narrative; as he himself remarks, however, “it's only in books that the officers 
of the detective force are superior to the weakness of making a mistake.”211 
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2.2.  The French school 
If Newgate novels, Blackwood stories and Sensation fiction helped in building a 
fascination for crime and the criminal and created a depository of figures, tropes and 
impression from which detective fiction would later draw, the figure of the professional 
detective owes many of its current features to French authors of the 19th century. The initiator 
of the French branch of the crime novel is generally recognized in Eugène François Vidocq, 
a reformed criminal who in 1812 became head of the Sûreté nationale (now National Police). 
Between 1827 and 1832, corruption scandals led to the revocation of his positon; in an 
attempt to regain credibility, Vidocq published a collection of memoires that detailed his 
“conversion” and subsequent successes.212 These Mémoires instantaneously achieved an 
immense editorial success, being translated in English as soon as they were published and 
inspiring two 1829 comedies that premiered in London with the title Vidocq, the French 
Police Spy.213 This popularity did nothing to improve the reputation of Monsieur Vidocq, 
since the fictionalization operated by his editors exploited the most audacious and 
questionable of his actions in order to impress the audience. The personality that emerges 
from this romanticized memoir is certainly not entirely commendable: his methods include 
taking advantage of the large net of connections that he had established in the Paris 
underworld, whose argot he masters, and skillfully disguising himself in order to penetrate 
respectable houses and dives alike. His unconventional methods are paired with an 
apparently contradictory orderliness: Vidocq neatly catalogued the felons that he 
apprehended and devised a taxonomy of criminals dividing them in three categories, in the 
spirit of classification that pervaded the 19th century. He claimed to be able to read a suspect 
in the same way in which George Cuvier214 could read a fossil or Jean-François 
Champollion215 could interpret a hieroglyphic, later making reference to his use of 
physiognomy, thus highlighting the inter-disciplinary spirit that permeated the scientific 
community of the time. The public was so fascinated by this complex mixture of expertise 
and expedients, that many unofficial memoirs (promptly disowned by Vidocq) sought to 
elaborate upon the figure of the repentant thief. Additionally, the potential of the modern, 
professional detective was not lost on other writers: Balzac drew from Vidocq to characterize 
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the figure of Vaturin, for instance; but more importantly for the evolution of crime fiction, 
Emile Gaboriau was inspired by the Mémoires in the creation of the famous Monsieur Lecoq.  
Gaboriau’s contribution to detective stories is multifold:  
[…] the first writer to dramatize full-scale police investigations and to make heroes of the detectives 
who lead them, provided the prototypes for three different kinds of fictional detectives: the eccentric 
amateur, Le Père Tabaret; the zealous and brilliant professional, Monsieur Lecoq; and the genius 
outsider, unnamed hero of Gaboriau’s posthumously published work Le Petit Vieux des Batignolles 
[…] (1876).216 
His sources of inspiration include Vidocq’s Mémoires, but also Dupin’s trilogy and Les 
Habits Noirs, a criminal saga written by Paul Féval; as for his influence, Sherlock Holmes 
might have called Lecoq a “miserable bungler” 217 and Gaboriau’s work “[…] a textbook for 
detectives to teach them what to avoid” (p. 25), but these remonstrations only point out 
Doyle’s need to acknowledge his models. The first novel in the Lecoq “canon” in truth shows 
little of Lecoq himself: the protagonist of L’Affaire Lerouge (1865) is Tabaret, the amateur 
detective to whom the official police resorts when it is at loss of how to solve the case of the 
murder of the widow Lerouge. His desire to help the law stems from literature, from his taste 
for police memoirs that “mirrors the newly acquired tastes of the French reading public and 
yet […] bizarrely combines the ‘romance’ of detection, and the heroic aspects of the 
chase.”218 His reference to previous crime stories and authors is part of a praxis, possibly 
introduced by Poe, that is typical of detective fiction, and consists in presenting a character 
through a genealogy that connects him to previous literary figures.219 Another trope that 
Gaboriau tests is the contraposition of a clever private detective and the institutional force: 
before making Lecoq his protagonist, Père Tabaret eclipses a Lestrade-like figure, the 
arrogant Gevrol, even if he does so with much less gusto than his colleague Sherlock. Tabaret 
was subsequently reshaped by Gaboriau, who assigned him the role of mentor and advisor 
of the official inspector, Lecoq, a more controversial and yet more canonical character. 
Initially modelled on the figure of Vidocq, as his name reveals, Lecoq was described in 
L’Affaire Lerouge as an ex-criminal, but Gaboriau soon made some changes to the origins 
of the policeman: in Le Crime d’Orcival (1867) it is said that at the age of twenty, he became 
the assistant of an astronomer. Bored and frustrated with this occupation, Lecoq amused 
himself by devising brilliant criminal schemes, even going as far as putting one of them on 
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paper for his employer to judge. In Monsieur Lecoq (1869), the astronomer presents him 
with a choice: he could either become a detective, or criminal, pointing out how his brilliant 
mind contains the potential for both evil and good. The situation is quite different from the 
real account of Vidocq’s “conversion”, since the original thief-turned-policeman 
transitioned from criminal to informer when no other possibility was offered, and only later 
progressed in the career of detective. Monsieur Lecoq is the first novel to have as its 
protagonist a young but enthusiastic Lecoq; Gevrol makes his return as Lecoq’s 
imperceptive superior, enviously teasing his inferior: 
The younger man appeared to deliberate for a moment. "It seems to me, General," he at length replied, 
"that this affair is not perfectly clear. Have you noticed the murderer, remarked his demeanor, and 
observed his look? Have you been surprised as I have been—?"  
"By what?"  
"Ah, well! it seems to me—I may, of course, be mistaken—but I fancy that appearances are deceitful, 
and—Yes, I suspect something."  
"Bah!—explain yourself, please."  
"How can you explain the dog's faculty of scent?"  
Gevrol shrugged his shoulders. "In short," he replied, "you scent a melodrama here—a rendezvous 
of gentlemen in disguise, here at the Poivriere, at Mother Chupin's house. Well, hunt after the 
mystery, my boy; search all you like, you have my permission."  
"What! you will allow me?"  
"I not only allow you, I order you to do it. You are going to remain here with any one of your 
comrades you may select. And if you find anything that I have not seen, I will allow you to buy me 
a pair of spectacles." 220 
 
This brief consultation already presents many interesting aspects: the most prominent is 
naturally the contraposition between the obtuse, presumptuous official and the insightful 
outsider – at this stage, Lecoq still has to make a name for himself. A closer analysis, 
however, reveals many elements that are repeatedly used in the Holmesian Canon: the almost 
rhetorical question, “Have you noticed the murderer, remarked his demeanor, and observed 
his look? Have you been surprised as I have been—?" followed by the puzzled reply of the 
General, for instance, outlines the structure of one of Holmes’ preferred modes of 
interjection. The metaphor of the hound is, moreover, recurrent in Watson’s description of 
his friend’s methods and personality, and implies the possibility that instincts play as vital a 
role as the scientific method in detection. Finally, the element of disguise is one of the most 
potent in Sherlock’s adventures: here, both the culprit and the detective make use of it, 
recalling Vidocq’s unconventional methods and suggesting an uncanny identification 
between the criminal and his pursuer. Assigned by Gevrol to stand guard to the scene of a 
murder, Lecoq also immediately puts to test his intuition and initiative by following a series 
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of footprints in the snow, which to him, he remarks to Papa Absinthe, the official that 
accompanies him, “[…] are alive like the persons who made them; they breathe, speak, 
accuse!”221 Once again, Gaboriau’s strategy is to let the smart Lecoq explain his method to 
an inferior companion; even when he urges Papa Absinthe to observe evidences that to him 
appear absolutely clear, his colleague is not able to draw the same inferences. Lecoq’s 
methods are thorough: after making a plaster cast of the clearest footprint, he examines the 
bodies of the victims, failing however to ascertain their identity. His interrogation of the 
suspect is similarly fruitless, and the investigator once again resorts to unconventional 
measures: he sets him free, but closely monitors his moves, following him to another 
apparent dead end. At this point, Lecoq resorts to the aid of the infallible Tabaret, who is 
able to solve the case without raising from his bed: the revelation does not abide to the fair 
play rule, since Tabaret possesses information which both the investigator and the reader 
lack. The ensuing section, titled “L’Honneur du nom”, is an intricate tale of dispossession 
and revenge intertwined with the inevitable romantic intrigue, reminiscent of earlier Gothic 
novels in its insistence on aristocracy and property. This excursus brings the reader back a 
hundred years, and is devised to corroborate the nobility of character of the suspect (slightly 
limited by modern standards), whose innocence is eventually proved. Doyle evidently 
adopted this structure in A Study in Scarlet and later reprised it in The Valley of Fear, in both 
cases functionally delaying the solution of the case to captivate the reader, who is then ready 
to bless Sherlock’s questionable respect for a murderer.  
The greatest discrepancy between the work of Gaboriau and that of Poe and later detective 
writers is, evidently, that the former still rely heavily on expediential solutions rather than 
on an irrefutable concatenation of evidences, as the explanations produced by Tabaret are 
sometimes verging on the preposterous. However, the contribution of Lecoq to the genre 
remains significant, and truly he did “fortify the emerging genre of the roman policier with 
a much higher dose of inductive reasoning and weighing of testimony than ever before.”222 
2.3.  Chevalier Dupin 
It is not possible to imagine the modern figure of the detective without the vital 
contribution of Edgar Allan Poe: in his brief literary life – only three short stories – Dupin, 
the melancholic amateur detective, manages to create a lasting impression that, under many 
adjustments, has endured to this day. Heralded as the first story purposely focusing on an 
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investigation,223 “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”224 also excellently combines theory and 
practice, as the action is anticipated by a speculative preface delving into “The mental 
features discoursed of as the analytical.” 225 This faculty is analysed through a comparison 
with the game of whist, where players, Poe argues, have to rely on more than an effective 
knowledge of the rules of the game: 
Thus to have a retentive memory, and to proceed by "the book," are points commonly regarded as 
the sum total of good playing. But it is in matters beyond the limits of mere rule that the skill of the 
analyst is evinced. He makes, in silence, a host of observations and inferences. So, perhaps, do his 
companions; and the difference in the extent of the information obtained, lies not so much in the 
validity of the inference as in the quality of the observation. The necessary knowledge is that of what 
to observe. Our player confines himself not at all; nor, because the game is the object, does he reject 
deductions from things external to the game.226  
The “things external to the game” that the player needs to observe include his opponents’ 
expressions and countenances, and also his partner’s reactions; he must record even the 
minutest details and formulate predictions according to the data he has gathered. This 
programmatic preface sets the tone not only for Dupin’s investigations in MRM, “The 
Mystery of Marie Rogêt”227 (1842) and “The Purloined Letter”228 (1844), but, as is evident, 
for the entire genre of detective fiction: the modern detective draws inferences from many 
different outlets, even those not immediately pertaining to the case, and demonstrates a 
superior synthetic ability to match his analytic power. It is also a typical feature of Poe’s 
short stories, which are generally structured in three phases:  
[…] alla vicenda vera e propria - spesso dotata di una precisa collocazione spazio-temporale e narrata 
in prima persona dal protagonista -, l’autore premette uno o più paragrafi dedicati a considerazioni 
di carattere generale […] che l’aneddoto illustra (“The Man of the Crowd”, “Berenice”, “Loss of 
Breath”), commenta ironicamente (“The Spectacles”) o di cui costituisce una semplice appendice 
(come in “The Imp of Perverse”, ove la sezione introduttiva eccede in lunghezza il resoconto dei 
fatti). Disponendosi secondo un meccanismo deduttivo – dalla regola al caso al risultato –, questi 
racconti […] offrono al lettore una sorta di “istruzioni per l’uso” […]229 
In the first review to Barnaby Rudge, Poe to some extent accounts for this kind of 
configuration, arguing that theory and practice should be inseparable, one implied and 
verified by the other; 230 certainly, the three “tales of ratiocination”, as Poe himself defined 
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them, 231 abide by this principle. The preface to MRM, however, also performs additional 
tasks connected to the novelty of its protagonist and of its form, since despite having them 
as his predecessors, Dupin explored possibilities that went well beyond the investigations of 
Caleb Williams or the memoirs of Vidocq. Ascari contends that the lack of a previous 
tradition, and thus of a framework that the reader could recognize, rendered necessary to 
devise a preliminary contact with the audience that evokes the use of prefaces in the first 
novels of the 18th century.232 To approach crime and its ramifications, nevertheless, Poe 
could have referred to at least three different traditions, that is Newgate novels, Blackwood 
stories and Vidocq’s Mémoires, with the addiction of the long standing tropes of Gothic 
mystery that already permeated his tales. Blackwood stories and their overemphatic 
description of implausible circumstances, however, were not held in high esteem by the 
author, even if the contempt he demonstrates for the focus on “sensations” that these articles 
exhibited can be discordant when compared with his later production, especially his 1842 
tale “The Pit and the Pendulum”. Newgate novels, in addition to their specific references to 
British cases, were animated by a similar inclination towards idle morbidness and permeated 
by a providential conception of crime and punishment that could hardly emphasize the 
analytic qualities of a detective. Vidocq proved to be a valid reference, but his biography 
indulged to the excess in detailing his criminal career and did not accentuate enough the 
systematization of his proceedings in the field of investigation; additionally, the form of the 
memoir was certainly very far from the ideal of concision that Poe sought. All three forms, 
while unsuitable for Poe’s purpose, provided a frame of reference pertaining to the legal 
sphere which encapsulated the narration and made it processable by an audience increasingly 
interested in criminal cases. The three “tales of ratiocination”, on the other hand, showcase 
an unofficial detective who, like the “man of the crowd”, walks through the city during its 
darkest hours, and solves bizarre cases which rarely have something truly criminal. Kayman 
notes that “the structure of these tales is quite different from those in which crime provides 
the occasion, pursuit the dynamic, and the police institution or legal process the frame”,233 
and this is because Dupin is presented as an incarnation of the analytical force, rather than a 
scrupulous investigator. Hence in the Dupin trilogy Poe “in place of the institutional frame 
found in the detective romances, […] provides his story with a theoretical frame”234, and the 
preface is justified under yet another light. 
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 In this respect, Dupin eludes his role of prototypical detective: the legal frame, often – 
but not always – absent in Sherlock Holmes, plays a pivotal role in Sensation fiction, and 
remains a powerful reference for later detective fiction writers; as for crime and pursuit, their 
centrality in later detective stories can easily be assessed. Poe remained the undisputed 
master of the strange and the fearful, and the melancholic Dupin frequently blurs the line 
between rationality and abnormality. In MRM, his first appearance, his eccentric figure is 
presented by a narrator that has frequently been compared to Watson, in that he shares 
Dupin’s lodgings and lives with him in a state of apparent symbiosis, in compliance with his 
peculiar habits. A disgraced aristocrat, Dupin demonstrates a pronounced fondness for 
darkness, in which his friend is inevitably drawn: 
It was a freak of fancy in my friend […] to be enamored of the Night for her own sake; and into this 
bizarrerie, as into all his others, I quietly fell; giving myself up to his wild whims with a perfect 
abandon. The sable divinity would not herself dwell with us always; but we could counterfeit her 
presence. At the first dawn of the morning we closed all the messy shutters of our old building; 
lighting a couple of tapers which, strongly perfumed, threw out only the ghastliest and feeblest of 
rays. By the aid of these we then busied our souls in dreams—reading, writing, or conversing, until 
warned by the clock of the advent of the true Darkness. Then we sallied forth into the streets arm in 
arm, continuing the topics of the day, or roaming far and wide until a late hour, seeking, amid the 
wild lights and shadows of the populous city, that infinity of mental excitement which quiet 
observation can afford.235 
Far more unsettling than Vidocq and his criminal past, Dupin does not dwell in the night 
for utility, but venerates it as a “divinity”; he and the narrator evoke it during the day not to 
cover some illicit activity – they are, in fact, reading, something that daylight could only 
favour – but to make darkness a permanent companion. Poe does not stop to this already 
quite Gothic characterization, but immediately adds another element of disquiet:  
He boasted to me, with a low chuckling laugh, that most men, in respect to himself, wore windows 
in their bosoms, and was wont to follow up such assertions by direct and very startling proofs of his 
intimate knowledge of my own. His manner at these moments was frigid and abstract; his eyes were 
vacant in expression; while his voice, usually a rich tenor, rose into a treble which would have 
sounded petulantly but for the deliberateness and entire distinctness of the enunciation. Observing 
him in these moods, I often dwelt meditatively upon the old philosophy of the Bi-Part Soul, and 
amused myself with the fancy of a double Dupin—the creative and the resolvent.236 
Tellingly, Poe concludes this paragraph with a self-defence: “Let it not be supposed, from 
what I have just said, that I am detailing any mystery, or penning any romance. What I have 
described in the Frenchman, was merely the result of an excited, or perhaps of a diseased 
intelligence.”237 This remark indicates a programmatic effort on Poe’s behalf to separate his 
mystery tales, among which the renowned “Ligeia” (1838) and “William Wilson” (1839), 
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both heavily reliant on the theme of the double, and the “tales of ratiocination”, which 
supposedly dealt with sharp – if extraordinary – reasoning. It also deftly links doubling and 
disease, suggesting a rational interpretation to the “double Dupin”, possibly a dual 
personality, and hints at how only an intellect so brilliant that it is out of the ordinary can 
successfully solve exceptional cases. In addition to that, the scientific nature of Dupin’s 
method is contrasted in at least two cases – MRM and PL – with atypical events, despite his 
proclaims that the simplest case often harbours the greatest difficulties. In MRM, Dupin 
comes into contact with the case through the detailed coverage that press dedicates to it, and 
suggests to his bewildered friend that they should conduct their own inquest, since the police 
have proven incapable to employ a suitable method. This patronizing externalization 
includes a direct reference to Vidocq: 
Vidocq, for example, was a good guesser and a persevering man. But, without educated thought, he 
erred continually by the very intensity of his investigations. He impaired his vision by holding the 
object too close. He might see, perhaps, one or two points with unusual clearness, but in so doing he, 
necessarily, lost sight of the matter as a whole. 238 
In this way, Poe indicates his literary precedent and reappraises its influence at the same 
time, ironically establishing a pattern that Doyle applied to Dupin himself in A Study in 
Scarlet and many of Sherlock’s adventures. After the investigation of the crime scene, Dupin 
deconstructs his line of reasoning for the benefit of the narrator, highlighting his crucial 
discoveries and pointing out the errors of the official police, carefully stressing how his result 
derive from the scrupulous implementation of a rational, scientific method. With a well 
calculated coup de théâtre, the amateur detective then stages the disclosure of the culprit 
through a crescendo of revelations that break the fair play rule altogether: the tuft of hairs 
that he has discovered in one of the victims’ hands and the livid marks on her throat 
conclusively demonstrate that the murderer is not a human being. The narrator and the reader 
only learn about these pieces of evidence during Dupin’s climactic exposé, and are naturally 
taken aback by the logical conclusion: the murder is an orangutan. With a piece of singular 
psychological insight, Dupin had already placed an advertisement in a newspaper with the 
intention of luring the owner of the animal to his house, and predicting his deliberations he 
correctly presumes that the man will fall into this ambush.  
Like Sensation novels, MMR, the less accomplished of the three Dupin tales, draws 
inspiration from a news item, the puzzling disappearance and murder of the American Mary 
Rogers. Poe transported the action from New York to Paris, and attempted to give a solution 
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of the mystery while investigations were still underway; the story was serialized in three 
instalments, but upon the release of the last episode, Poe learnt that new evidence seemed to 
indicate a mishandled abortion attempt as the cause of death, and adjusted the conclusion 
accordingly. The investigation in itself does not provide much thrill, since it is based on 
newspaper articles and reports and it involves very little action; unsurprisingly, this is the 
tale that readers appreciate less. On the other hand, MMR is a critical gem in that the time 
that it subtracts to an active search of the murderer or interrogation of the witnesses is entirely 
devoted to a detailed representation of Dupin’s method. Together with his habitual 
deconstruction of the police’s investigation, the detective expands on the scientific approach 
to the case, making accurate observations concerning, for instance, the expected behaviour 
of a drowned body under different circumstances or the correct systematization of clues. The 
difference between the scientific approach in MMR and the one chosen by Doyle, is that 
here Poe gives even more prominence to the psychological element, preferring to retrace and 
possibly predict the mental processes of the victim, the suspects, and even the investigating 
force, diverting the attention of the reader from concrete evidences.  
In PL, once again, it is the case that finds Dupin, this time under the guise of the prefect 
of the Parisian police, Monsieur G., who seeks help in solving not a murder but a blackmail. 
The seriousness of the affair is heightened by the social stature of the parties involved: the 
queen (the prefect’s efforts to keep her identity covert are fruitless before Dupin) and a royal 
minister, D. The story replicates the structure of MRM and MMR: the prefect, a thorough 
but unimaginative man, details the Parisian police’s search of the premises, and Dupin, while 
commending the official unit as “persevering, ingenious, cunning, and thoroughly versed in 
the knowledge which their duties seem chiefly to demand”, 239 points out the flaws in their 
approach. The solution appears clear to Dupin because he is able to empathize with his 
opponent, the Minister D., whose initial evidently recalls an identification between the two. 
The Minister, like Dupin, is an avid reader, and his fame as an amateur poet marks him as a 
“fool” in the eyes of the pragmatic prefect; Dupin, on the other hand, applying his analytical 
methods enters the thought process of D. and outdoes him by replicating his moves. Poe sets 
another fundamental example for detective fiction by stressing the rivalry between the two, 
with hints at a precedent skirmish between the once aristocratic detective and the Minister: 
the polar opposition between two similar characters, or in other words the creation of an 
archenemy to confront the detective.  
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In both MRM and PL, Dupin’s opponent is not a “traditional” criminal, a common thief 
or murderer that the detective can apprehend, and the events are incontestably out of the 
ordinary, bordering on the grotesque or harnessing Gothic tropes from within the rational 
frame of reference. The orangutan, for instance, outwardly serves as a clever plot twist to 
demonstrate the width and perceptiveness of Dupin’s faculties of analysis, but its origins 
betray a deeper significance: brought to Paris by a sailor, the frenzied animal originates from 
the East Indies, a bustling colonial area. In the cosmopolite metropolis of Paris, the 
witnesses, “denizens of the five great divisions of Europe”240 – France, Italy, Spain, England 
and the Netherlands – all classify the voice of the ape as that of a foreigner, but are unable 
to indicate a distinct nationality, referring to languages that they do not know. Moving from 
these premises, the narrator advances the hypothesis that the assassin could be a lunatic: “I 
felt a creeping of the flesh as Dupin asked me the question. "A madman," I said, "has done 
this deed—some raving maniac, escaped from a neighboring Maison de Santè."”241 Despite 
the claimed rationality of this tale, Poe evidently plays with the same sense of unease and 
even horror that animates the rest of his production, and in doing so he reveals the anxieties 
and concerns of the society of the time. A wild curiosity, the orangutan has no place in the 
civil world, but its dangerousness does not exude from a sense of complete unfamiliarity: on 
the contrary, it is more uncanny as it plays on the concept of regression. The ape’s repetition 
of human actions, like shaving; the similarity between its imprint and those of a human hand, 
between a tuft of its fur and red hairs, and between its voice and a human one, albeit 
unplaceable, all corroborate the atavistic take of the description. A beast that should be 
secluded, whose sudden outbursts of rage are incontrollable and unpredictable, the exotic 
humanoid is not a typical murderer, but this depiction anticipates the connection between 
“regressive” physical traits and criminality proposed by Cesare Lombroso and other 
criminologists only decades later. Given the context of Poe’s writing, moreover, the 
significance of the orangutan acquires an additional shade of meaning: 
In describing the characteristics of the agent responsible for the violence in the Rue Morgue, Dupin 
describes a space which can only be filled by a monster. […] however ‘natural’ this animal may be 
in its far-off habitat, in the Rue Morgue it is still a monster in at least two senses: firstly, by being 
gigantic and grotesque, and secondly because it tries to behave like a human […], a misshapen and 
savage parody of a man. […] Fixing its meaning in relation to any one specific referent only serves 
ultimately to diminish and domesticate the monster; and the impossibility of doing so is what the 
Maltese sailor learned to his cost.242 
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By using an untameable beast that his reader could difficultly imagine in its real features, 
Poe lets his exceptional detective drive the monster out, but the effects of its apparition still 
linger in the perturbation that it has created.    
PL similarly reworks tropes that were, however, more ingrained in mystery literature: 
what appears to be a political case, a blackmail that targets the leading figure of the opposing 
party, essentially restages the figure of the aristocratic woman threatened by a Machiavellian 
tyrant to adapt it to a more modern taste. The conclusion of the story is not quite as positive 
and reassuring as it would transpire, however, since Poe offers to the reader a final clue to 
evaluate his nightly creature. Dupin takes great pains to point out how the man that he has 
just defeated is an incarnation of evil: “In the present instance I have no sympathy—at least 
no pity—for him who descends. He is that monstrum horrendum, an unprincipled man of 
genius.”243 He then gloats at the thought of his enemy’s face in opening the letter that he has 
left for him in place of the incriminating one, recalling that he had been meaning to settle a 
debt with D. for a long time. At the request of the narrator, he explains that his letter for D. 
contains a single sentence: “"'— — Un dessein si funeste, S'il n'est digne d'Atrée, est digne 
de Thyeste. They are to be found in Crebillon's 'Atrée.'"244 The verses, the origin of which 
Dupin (and consequently Poe) promptly indicates, refers back to the Greek myth of Atreus 
and Thyestes, two kingly brothers engaged in a never-ending feud articulated in a series of 
atrocious moves and countermoves in an escalation of violence and cruelty on behalf of both 
parts. Dupin hence recognizes the deep affinity between himself and D., also implicating 
that their nature do not fundamentally differ: the detective has his double in the scheming 
minister, whose plots rule the city of Paris and the entire France. This sketched fatal rivalry 
is the evident model for the one between Holmes and Moriarty, but to be fully understood, 
it is necessary to consider that the theme of the double was one of the most popular in Gothic 
literature and in Poe’s tales of terror. Its use in this context presupposes that the clash 
between the two forces cannot be reduced to the ancestral conflict between darkness and 
light, good and evil, because Dupin himself is a creature of darkness, as is clearly stated in 
MRM. This unheimlich suggestion is rendered more powerful by the positioning of the 
meaningful quotation, which closes the last tale devoted to the amateur detective: a final 
judgement expressed by the character on himself, and a final hint to his unsettling nature, it 
                                                          
243 Poe, Edgar Allan, Kennedy, J. Gerald (ed.), op.cit., p. 386. 
244 Ivi. 
103 
  
demeans the sense of security produced in the reader by the felicitous solution of the case. 
Poe then at the same time invents and disturbs the rules of detective fiction: 
[…] the detective […] holds a supreme power that is based on his encyclopaedic knowledge and 
analytical frame of mind. While the omniscience of the villain is a source of terror, that of the 
detective is apparently reassuring. Yet Dupin’s vision has a paradoxical quality that brings us back 
to the gothic, since it is not associated with light, but with darkness. […] The symbolic chain that in 
the Enlightenment linked reason, omniscience and light has been superseded by an alternative trinity. 
245 
Rationality and irrationality inevitably merge in Poe’s narrative, but while critical 
approaches to detective fiction have always recognized the close relationship between 
Gothic stories and Dupin’s cases, the same cannot be said of his great epigone, the celebrated 
Sherlock Holmes.  
3. Sherlock Holmes makes his entrance 
 
Sherlock Holmes —his limits. 
  1. Knowledge of Literature.—Nil. 
  2.        "      Philosophy.—Nil. 
  3.        "      Astronomy.—Nil. 
  4.        "      Politics.—Feeble. 
  5.        "      Botany.—Variable.  Well up in belladonna, opium, and poisons generally. 
                              Knows nothing of practical gardening. 
  6.  Knowledge of Geology.—Practical, but limited. 
Tells at a glance different soils from each other.  After walks has shown me splashes 
upon his trousers, and told me by their colour and consistence in what part of London 
he had received them. 
  7. Knowledge of Chemistry.—Profound. 
  8.        "     Anatomy.—Accurate, but unsystematic. 
  9.        "     Sensational Literature.—Immense.  He appears to know every detail of every 
             horror perpetrated in the century. 
  10. Plays the violin well. 
  11. Is an expert singlestick player, boxer, and swordsman. 
  12. Has a good practical knowledge of British law. (pp. 21-22). 
 
The memorable list of Sherlock’s abilities and knowledge appears in Chapter II, “The 
Science of Deduction”, of A Study in Scarlet (1887), the first Holmesian novel. We are 
additionally informed by a puzzled Watson that his eccentric co-tenant failed to recognize 
the name of Thomas Carlyle and that he utterly ignored the Copernican Theory, only 
retaining in his “brain-attic” (p. 21) the tools that may help him in his work. This initial 
inventory was significantly extended in due course; it is worth noticing, however, that this 
is the first systematically expounded attempt at deduction that figures in the novel, and that 
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it is carried out by Watson. Naturally, his failure in finding a connection among the voices 
that he has listed serves to dignify Holmes’ subsequent display of method, but it also 
emphasizes the classifying nature of Victorian science: Watson is, after all, a doctor, and his 
endeavour is rational and ordinate. As its title denotes, this chapter is centred on the 
delineation of Holmes’ trade and technique, outlined in an extract of his own article, “The 
Book of Life”: 
The writer claimed by a momentary expression, a twitch of a muscle or a glance of an eye, to fathom 
a man's inmost thoughts. Deceit, according to him, was an impossibility in the case of one trained to 
observation and analysis. […] So startling would his results appear to the uninitiated that until they 
learned the processes by which he had arrived at them they might well consider him as a 
necromancer. "From a drop of water," said the writer, "a logician could infer the possibility of an 
Atlantic or a Niagara without having seen or heard of one or the other. So all life is a great chain, the 
nature of which is known whenever we are shown a single link of it. Like all other arts, the Science 
of Deduction and Analysis is one which can only be acquired by long and patient study nor is life 
long enough to allow any mortal to attain the highest possible perfection in it. Before turning to those 
moral and mental aspects of the matter which present the greatest difficulties, let the enquirer begin 
by mastering more elementary problems. Let him, on meeting a fellow-mortal, learn at a glance to 
distinguish the history of the man, and the trade or profession to which he belongs. Puerile as such 
an exercise may seem, it sharpens the faculties of observation, and teaches one where to look and 
what to look for. By a man's finger nails, by his coat-sleeve, by his boot, by his trouser knees, by the 
callosities of his forefinger and thumb, by his expression, by his shirt cuffs—by each of these things 
a man's calling is plainly revealed. That all united should fail to enlighten the competent enquirer in 
any case is almost inconceivable." (p. 23). 
A theoretical introduction of this sort is strongly reminiscent of Poe’s preface to MRM, 
even if Doyle accomplishes the task in a slightly different manner: in A Study in Scarlet, the 
fortuitous introduction of Holmes and Watson, their decision to room together and the initial 
outline of the detective’s character anticipate rather than follow the speculative 
argumentation. This allows Doyle to let his characters expand on the topic in a dialog, a 
structure that traditionally sees one of the characters taking the parts of the reader and the 
other representing the author. In this case, Watson can ask for additional information in order 
to mitigate the lecturing quality of the passage while Sherlock, the eccentric genius, 
describes his technique with unhinged vigour. This duality is maintained for the vast 
majority of the Canon, with Watson incarnating the ordinary man and Sherlock setting a 
stark contrast with the brilliant, unreachable superiority of his conjectures.  
The method in itself is quite similar to Dupin’s close observation of the apparently most 
insignificant details, but there is a good deal less focus on the indemonstrable side of the 
inquest, like the reconstruction of the thought processes of the suspects, and, as Watson’s 
list serves to illustrate, more on the specific knowledge purposely acquired by the detective. 
Emphasis is also placed on how the faculties of deduction can and should be gradually 
sharpened, starting from more trivial problems and only later applying them to the “moral 
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and mental aspects of the matter”, a barely concealed reference to Poe’s creation. Watson, 
who should be credited with much more perceptiveness than what he is usually granted, 
immediately points out the connection: 
 
"It is simple enough as you explain it," I said, smiling. "You remind me of Edgar Allen Poe's Dupin. 
I had no idea that such individuals did exist outside of stories." Sherlock Holmes rose and lit his pipe. 
"No doubt you think that you are complimenting me in comparing me to Dupin," he observed. "Now, 
in my opinion, Dupin was a very inferior fellow. That trick of his of breaking in on his friends' 
thoughts with an apropos remark after a quarter of an hour's silence is really very showy and 
superficial. He had some analytical genius, no doubt; but he was by no means such a phenomenon 
as Poe appeared to imagine." "Have you read Gaboriau's works?" I asked. "Does Lecoq come up to 
your idea of a detective?" Sherlock Holmes sniffed sardonically. "Lecoq was a miserable bungler," 
he said, in an angry voice; "he had only one thing to recommend him, and that was his energy. That 
book made me positively ill. The question was how to identify an unknown prisoner. I could have 
done it in twenty-four hours. Lecoq took six months or so. It might be made a text-book for detectives 
to teach them what to avoid." I felt rather indignant at having two characters whom I had admired 
treated in this cavalier style. (pp. 24-25). 
This bitter appraisal is entirely coherent with Sherlock’s character, or at least with its 
initial delineation, but Doyle’s opinion lied with all probability more with Watson’s 
enthusiasm, since Dupin’s mind-reading “trick” is replicated in at least four stories.246 
Without doubt, Doyle greatly admired Poe, whose works he read in his “boyhood”, 247 and 
Gaboriau and the “neat dovetailing of his plots”;248 these nods are thus to be interpreted as 
rightful acknowledgements of his debt towards them. Other sources of inspiration are harder 
to track and more exposed to conjecture, and have to be reconstructed with the aid of 
biographical studies, a procedure that is sometimes hazardous. For instance, Doyle 
repeatedly indicated Dr. Joseph Bell, his teacher at the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, as the 
chief model for Sherlock Holmes, since Bell famously “could […] reconstruct a patient’s 
profession, hometown and past history from his own initial observations of the patient’s 
dress, accent, habits and symptoms”.249 Bell’s practical methods, however, were probably 
influenced by the theories of Thomas Huxley, a prominent evolutionist who adopted an 
inductive approach: “using present clues – bone fragments, fossils and geological strata – 
the scientist reasons back to absent organisms and past time periods. Thus, the scientist 
requires the power of making ‘retrospective prophesies’.”250 He elaborated on the matter in 
his 1880 lecture “On the Method of Zadig”, then published as an article in Nineteenth 
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Century;251 the title refers to Zadig, a wise Jew protagonist of Voltaire’s 1747 eponymous 
novel. In the third chapter of the novel, Zadig, who has retired to a quiet life dedicated to 
observation and reflection, is approached by royal guards who are in search of the queen’s 
dog, and is able to give a complete description of the animal based on the tracks that it has 
left behind; shortly after, he confirms his exceptional deduction abilities when the grand 
huntsman comes in search of the king’s horse, similarly basing its conclusions on the 
observation of the marks that it has produced in its escape. Huxley “used Voltaire’s story 
about Zadig to outline the method that became the foundation of the historical sciences, 
including archaeology, geology and paleontology”;252 in later works, he strengthened this 
point by alluding to the work of Cuvier, the same palaeontologist whose technique Vidocq 
cites as similar to his own in the Mémoires.  
There are no certainties about whether Doyle ever came into contact with “On the Method 
of Zadig”, but he was undeniably influenced by the work of Huxley, for in his autobiography 
Memories and Adventures (1924), when discussing his distancing from Catholicism, he 
noted:  
It is to be remembered that those were the years when Huxley, Tyndall, Darwin, Herbert Spencer 
and John Stuart Mill were our chief philosophers, and that even the man in the street felt the strong 
sweeping current of their thought, while to the young student, eager and impressionable, it was 
overwhelming.253 
It is possible to believe that this influence extended well beyond his university years, 
considering how he went on to lament the lack of a guiding light in his life, save “towards 
that mist which was all that my pilots, Huxley, Mill, Spencer and others, could see ahead of 
us”,254 and that he only found that light with the conversion to spiritualism between 1887 
and 1888, one year after the publication of A Study in Scarlet.255 A mention of Cuvier is 
included in Holme’s reflection on method in “Five Orange Pips” (1891): 
“The ideal reasoned,” he remarked, “would, when he had once been shown a single fact in all its 
bearings, deduce from it not only all the chain of events which led up to it but also all the results 
which would follow from it. As Cuvier could correctly describe a whole animal by the contemplation 
of a single bone, so the observer who has thoroughly understood one link in a series of incidents 
should be able to accurately state all the other ones, both before and after. […] To carry the art […] 
to its highest pitch, it is necessary that the reasoned should be able to utilize all the facts which have 
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come to his knowledge; and this itself implies […] a possession of all knowledge, which, even in 
these days of free education and encyclopaedias, is a somewhat rare accomplishment. (pp. 224-225) 
What we can infer from this paragraph is, that the extraordinariness of the detective still 
resided in a sharp intellect paired with an uncommon encyclopaedic knowledge of specific 
matters, and, consequently, that Doyle’s conversion to a belief that greatly diverged from 
the rationalist spirit of his earlier principles did not seem to infect his analytical detective. 
Even in The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902), the Canon’s most Gothic adventure, Holmes 
never loses his characteristically obstinate rationality, while even Dr. Watson and Dr. 
Mortimer, however men of science, occasionally waver under the influence of the terrible 
legend. Some stories, like “The Adventure of the Devil’s Foot” (1910) or “The Adventure 
of the Sussex Vampire” (1924), in fact openly draw their tension from the contrast between 
their Gothic settings and themes and the firm logic of the detective. From the intricate 
revenge scheme borrowed from Stevenson’s “Story of the Destroying Angel” (1885) to 
constitute the subplot of A Study in Scarlet to the criminal potential of the apparently serene 
English countryside, Doyle had devised a “pattern of intellect at war with mystery”256 that 
made Sherlock Holmes one of the most beloved character in the history of literature. Part of 
his popularity was perhaps dictated by his similarity to the philosophical minds that ruled 
the second half of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, by the 
unfaltering dedication to “the elucidation of mysteries through scientific reason” through 
which he can “serve as the guardian of a threatened society that his author means him to 
be.”257  
The elucidation is however often less scientific than modern readers can allow, since 
considered factors include the renowned emotional and irrational behaviour of women; the 
hot-bloodedness of Mediterranean folks and the stupidity and greed of non-Caucasian races. 
It is also true that often “Holmes’s apparent wizardry rests largely on the fact that Doyle has 
simply arranged the plots so that the detective either guesses correctly the first time, or easily 
eliminates alternative hypotheses”.258 Sherlock Holmes never fails, because he is never 
allowed to fail: his heroic status depends on his ability to always unravel the mystery, to 
categorize and normalize what the common man perceives as bizarre, strange and menacing. 
In reading the bodies of clients and criminals alike, Holmes proves that the tiny details which 
constitute an individual – the signs on his personal objects, his posture, the tone of his voice 
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– are also ascribable to a greater order, can be interpreted scientifically and, as a 
consequence, can be standardized. He vanquishes the Victorian fear of individuality by 
assuring “its audience that the same positivistic exactitude that had proved valid in much 
nineteenth-century natural science could be reliably extended to confirm that the social order 
rested on a deeper biological order”.259 The paradox lies in that to do so, Sherlock needs to 
be thoroughly exceptional, a liminal individual that at the same time operates on behalf of 
numerous royal families and, during WW1, of the British government, and who can as easily 
dress like a beggar to carry out an investigation in the lowliest opium den of the London 
suburbs. The representation of Sherlock Holmes as “associated with light, and so with 
enlightenment, science and progress,”260 a sort of perfect automaton built for objective 
analysis, infallible and almost devoid of feeling was later popularized by the adaptation of 
his adventures in theatre, cinema and television. The “original” Holmes, with his cocaine 
addiction and his depressive statuses, was far more saturnine than we are now ready to admit, 
as the most recent BBC adaptation – the excellent Sherlock, which converts the melancholic 
traits of Holmes’ character into outright antisocial behaviour – demonstrates. Doyle 
progressively attenuated the most problematic traits of his character to make Sherlock more 
sympathetic, in addition to eliminating allusions to drug, but in order to fully function as a 
guardian of the social order, he must still act from the outside of it: 
In extreme cases, society can be protected only by a man who does not share its orthodoxies, who 
sees through the disciplines of respectability, who despite his patriotism has little reverence for 
popular superstitions, who stands outside the normal system of rewards and punishments, who cares 
nothing for status and depends only on himself – a man, in short, who has more in common with 
many of the criminals he discovers than with many of his clients. 261 
 Like the majority of heroes, Holmes can never fully “fit in”, and however urbane he 
might become over the course of his adventures, the function of connector between him and 
the audience is still entrusted to his faithful friend, which in this case has also the pivotal 
function of narrator. Holmes, like Vidocq and Lecoq, has a penchant for disguise and for 
theatricality, and takes advantage of his useful connections in the London underworld; 
Watson, the ordinary doctor, act as his counterpart, often marvelling at the detective’s 
unorthodox methods. Watson shares Holmes’ thrill for the chase, but none of his oddities – 
Doyle even marries him off at the first occasion – and mediates between the inaccessible 
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detective and his enamoured readers, humanizing him through a subtle use of humour, 
something that Poe’s stories lacked.   
Somewhat ironically for a hero associated with the light of reason Holmes, like Dupin, 
thrives in darkness. It might be argued that darkness is needed to provide a contrast strong 
enough to let all of his extraordinary qualities emerge, but additional factors enter this 
equation. The fin de siècle was, after all, a time of resurgence of the Gothic – Strange Case 
of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde was published only one year before A Study in Scarlet, while The 
Sign of the Four was famously commissioned to Doyle during a dinner also attended by 
Oscar Wilde, who as a result composed The Picture of Dorian Gray.262 Critics tend to 
associate the Gothic and Sherlock Holmes only in relationship with The Hound of the 
Baskervilles and few other stories, like The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire, which 
manifestly use this kind of tropes to their advantage. The parallel being established is that 
Gothic signifies supernatural, but this equivalence utterly overlooks the alterations that 
Gothic fiction underwent from its outset, its uncanny association with 19th-century science, 
colonialism, and perception of the social codes. Holmes’ adventures do not feature 
reanimated corpses, but their ruthless criminals and blackmailers are even more monstrous; 
they may not involve ghosts and curses, but they frequently refer to atavism and 
degeneration. As for the perception of spaces, the transition from picturesque scenarios to a 
focus on the unknowable metropolis, the deceptive quietness of the countryside and the 
potential for subversion of the colonies had already been accomplished by Sensation 
novelists and fin de siècle authors, and Doyle recognised its potential. It is true, that in order 
for the solution of the mystery to “demonstrate, to re-enact in terms of a situation at once 
concrete and idealized, the comforting drama of reason asserting its power in a natural world 
to which it is perfectly attuned”263, reason has to be at least provisionally challenged. But it 
must be noted that often the solution of the case is not entirely able to restore order: in more 
than one occasion, Holmes acts as judge and jury to condone a crime that he does find 
morally acceptable; in other adventures, it is providence that takes care of the culprit, rather 
than the detective or the legal system. In yet other cases, the effect of the “irrational” tropes 
is so great, or the clarification of the mystery so affected, that the unsettling sensations that 
the detective should dispel linger on: “the total effect is somewhat similar to that in such 
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Victorian novels of reform as Hard Times, where a vivid, detailed description of social and 
economic evil is followed by a vague, pious, and unconvincing conclusion.”264  
To bring to light social anxieties and potentially disruptive elements was almost certainly 
not in Doyle’s intentions, but this is nevertheless the outcome of the contrast between 
rationality and Gothic elements that he carefully constructed. The Hound of the Baskervilles 
is without doubt the most evident example of this strategy, but the presence of fin de siècle 
Gothic motifs is pervasive in the entire Canon, and can be deconstructed in three specific 
branches: the treatment of space, the relationship with science and the Victorian 
philosophical approaches to it, and the representation of society and family in particular.  
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IV. Criminal Science 
 
Scientific and technologic progress was, as previously stated, an essential and 
problematic component of Victorian life. Advocacies for the neutrality of science advanced 
by Huxley, Tyndall and other scientific naturalists soon ceded to outspoken efforts to “educe 
political guidelines from evolutionary theory”265, which included not only Darwinism and 
its interpretations, but also Lamarckism and Social Evolutionism. On a socio-political level, 
this specific discourse was appropriated by both conservatives and liberals, as the disunity 
among the scientific community paved the way for a multitude of possible interpretations. 
Darwin, for instance, argued in The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871) 
that mental and psychological characteristics are inherited by man in the same way as 
physical traits, and that through evolution they are subjected to a gradual sophistication, as 
emerges from the comparison of “savages” with the “highest races”.266 Chapter V, “On the 
Development of the Intellectual and Moral Faculties during Primeval and Civilised Times”, 
is entirely devoted to further this racist assumption; Chapter XIX, “Sexual Selection: Man” 
instead reinforces common misconceptions about the superiority of man over woman, citing 
adaptation as the root cause for it. These contentions were accepted and re-interpreted by 
different politically influenced approaches: those who argued in favour of colonialism, white 
supremacy and slavery adopted them as confirmations, while those who opposed these 
movements retorted by pointing out that that the gradualness of evolution left room for 
further enhancements in “inferior races”. It is plain to see that in so doing, even the most 
well intentioned thinkers generally maintained the paternalistic attitude expressed by the 
concept of “The White Man’s Burden”. 
On a philosophical level, these theories had already called into question the providential 
conception in which “the boundary between scientific and religious knowing, between 
rational and affective knowledge, was not clearly drawn”.267 Their claim to the identification 
of the origin of life was a Promethean endeavour that promised to replace the theological 
design with “objective” answers, a vision that generated enthusiasm and anxiety in equal 
proportion, but that nevertheless became the dominant mindset of the end of the century: 
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[…] science was most forcefully extending its authority in the realm of knowledge and even beyond, 
into religion and morals, and […] it really did seem for a while that apparently insoluble problems 
could be solved, that the limits imposed on human society by material conditions could be broken, 
and that knowledge was an aspect of morality, so that the highest Victorian virtue was “Truth”. […] 
The ideas of science were helping to form the general view of the nature of “reality” itself, and 
Darwin’s vision, his great myth of origins, was both shaping the limits of the Victorian imagination 
of the real and being tested in the laboratories of fiction as well as in scientific argument. 268 
The impact of this ideological revolution was pervasive: 
Popularizations of science were filling lecture halls, journals, and workingmen’s institutes; “lay 
sermons” were displacing religious ones; amateur fossil hunting, insect collecting, seashell study 
were holiday diversions and potential contribution to rapidly expanding scientific knowledge. 269 
George Eliot recorded her enthusiastic collecting expeditions in her journal,270 while 
Arthur Conan Doyle was taken aback wen, serving as surgeon on the SS Hope, a whaling 
ship, the harpooners started a conversation on zoology and the Chief Engineer engaged him 
in a discussion on Darwinism.271  
The scientific background is naturally a prominent feature in the Canon, given the 
systematic character of Sherlock Homes’ method, and is expressed at various levels: 
implications about criminality reflect the Victorian popularization of physiognomy and 
phrenology, in addition to atavism and degeneration. Structurally, technologic innovations 
often influence the construction of the case, habitually aiding the detective in his 
investigation, but also providing new tools in the hand of diabolic criminals. Finally, both 
the characterisation of the figure of the detective and that of the villain is affected by the 
Victorian representations of the scientist, and influenced by previous notions about the man 
of genius.  
1. Controlling techno-scientific advancements 
In almost all of their adventures, either Watson or Holmes himself alludes to one or more 
of the detective’s specific abilities, which he constantly expands and sharpens in order to 
reach a higher and higher level in the “science of deduction”. A keen chemist, in A Study in 
Scarlet272 Watson meets him in the midst of an experiment that leads to the “most practical 
medico-legal discovery for years” (p. 18), a reagent that is exclusively precipitated by 
haemoglobin and can therefore conclusively indicate the presence of blood in a suspect stain. 
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In GLOR, we learn that he devoted at least one of his college summer holidays to the study 
of organic chemistry (p. 377), and in EMPT, that while presumed dead he busied himself 
with researching “coal-tar derivatives”. In NAVA, a theatrical demonstration informs the 
reader that a new murderer is about to be brought to justice thanks to Holmes’ proficiency 
in the field of chemistry: 
Holmes was seated at his side-table clad in his dressing-gown, and working hard over a chemical 
investigation. A large curved retort was boiling furiously in the bluish flame of a Bunsen burner, and 
the distilled drops were condensing into a two-litre measure. […] He dipped into this bottle or that, 
drawing out a few drops of each with his glass pipette, and finally brought a test-tube containing a 
solution over to the table. In his right hand he held a slip of litmus-paper. "You come at a crisis, 
Watson," said he. "If this paper remains blue, all is well. If it turns red, it means a man's life." He 
dipped it into the test-tube and it flushed at once into a dull, dirty crimson. "Hum! I thought as much!" 
he cried. "I will be at your service in an instant, Watson. You will find tobacco in the Persian slipper." 
He turned to his desk and scribbled off several telegrams, which were handed over to the page-boy. 
Then he threw himself down into the chair opposite, and drew up his knees until his fingers clasped 
round his long, thin shins. "A very commonplace little murder," said he. "You've got something 
better, I fancy. You are the stormy petrel of crime, Watson. What is it?" (p. 448). 
As a matter of fact, Watson does have a more interesting case to present to his friend, but 
the element of interest in this paragraph is quite the opposite: Doyle skilfully depicts an 
unconventional scene in which the apparently unfazed Sherlock, still clad in his dressing 
gown, is intent in solving a homicide from the comfort of his apartment. His dramatic 
exclamation then sets Watson and the reader on edge, and the results of the test are, 
predictably, positive: the saturnine scenario had suggested as much. Finally comes the 
conclusive remark, “a very commonplace little murder”: for the detective, murder is 
extraordinary only when it involves a vast degree of mental exertion; then again, however 
exceptional murder and chemical investigations may seem to the common reader, they are 
routine occurrences for Sherlock Holmes, Doyle implies.  
For the ordinary man, the verdict of the litmus-paper is both upsetting, since it implicates 
that an assassination has been committed, and reassuring at the same time, as a reminder of 
how technical innovations like the new chemical discoveries can efficiently be used to his 
advantage. If the blood-red stain can help in apprehending a murderer, a criminal who can 
potentially kill again, then it becomes a weapon of normalization, an instrument of rationality 
and order; the fact that Holmes is confident enough to carry out his experiments in his own 
room – something that he did not do in STUD – encourages this interpretation.  
A comprehensive knowledge of chemicals and their possible application to detection is 
not the sole way in which Holmes makes use of the innovations in Victorian science and 
technology: new instruments of connection, for instance, play a crucial role in the solution 
of his cases. The new rail system and electrical telegraph, in particular, prove to be invaluable 
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assets for Sherlock, conferring him almost superhuman omnipresence and omniscience, and 
the capacity to connect the heart of the metropolis with even the furthest, most isolated 
retreat. A frequent plot employed by Doyle sees Sherlock asking Watson to substitute him 
on an on-site visit, then supervising his effort through written correspondence, or even 
secretly conducting a parallel investigation. Telegrams are Holme’s preferred medium of 
communication: “he has never been known to write where a telegram would serve”, Watson 
notes in DEVI (p. 955); a datum that is easily verified, since almost all of Sherlock’s 
adventures contain at least one of them. Telegrams are, as can be expected, one of the 
preferential ways by which cases reach the detective, but they just as frequently enable him 
to follow many leads at the same time, to keep in close contact with the official police, and 
even to carry out investigations without leaving Baker Street. In a world in which a constant 
flow of information can reach portable devices in real time, it might be difficult to imagine 
how uncanny Homes’ apparent omniscience resulted for his original readers; yet, before the 
commercialization of the telephone – which is used only in RETI, the conclusive story of 
the Canon – the fastest way to communicate was the electric telegraph, and Holme’s control 
over it once again seems to endow him with ambivalent powers. The telegraphic machine 
was by the end of the century a common appliance in post offices, within everyone’s reach; 
the panoptical capacity that Sherlock Holmes derives from it, however, was far from 
ordinary, once again on the one hand normalising his activity, and on the other casting a 
peculiar light on an otherwise ordinary procedure.  
The same can be said about his use of the railway system: sudden apparitions in places 
where he is not expected are quite the norm, for Holmes; similarly, his frequent trips with 
Watson – whose wife must be decidedly understanding – bring the duo to discover a 
remarkable portion of remote British countryside. This power of penetration and the 
acquaintance with this apparently innocuous transport system prove to be exceedingly useful 
in FINA, when Holmes barely escapes the wrath of his archenemy, Professor Moriarty, by a 
complicate exchange of trains and destinations – even if his nemesis eventually catches up 
with him, his flight from London remains quite ingenious. In RETI, Holmes cleverly 
combines his favourite mediums of communication and transport to remove a suspect 
murder from his house in order to inspect the crime scene: a telegram containing a false 
appointment draws the culprit to an obscure little village, from which he is “coincidentally” 
unable to return until the following morning, on account of an unfavourable train schedule.  
In the classifying spirit of the age, Holmes also cross-indexes his cases and files them by 
letter, and devotes a significant amount of time and energies to writing tractates on 
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disciplines oriented to detection. Upon the Distinction Between the Ashes of the Various 
Tobaccos is the first to be mentioned, appearing in SIGN along with more studies on the 
tracing of footsteps and on the influence of a trade upon the form of the hand; soon, these 
essays are joined by a monograph on tattoos (REDH), one on typewriters (IDEN), one on 
graphology (REIG), one on dating old manuscripts (HOUN), one concerning the analysis of 
160 ciphers ((DANC) and two on the peculiarities of the human ear (CARD). One might 
wonder when, in 23 years of active practice (VEIL, p. 1095), Holmes found the time to 
produce this impressive amount of publications, corroborated by a working knowledge of 
poisons (STUD), Bertillon’s studies on fingerprints (NAVA) and newspaper typefaces 
(HOUN), and by his ability to distinguish between 75 kinds of perfumes (HOUN) and 42 
different types of tyre tread (PRIO). A man of his times, Holmes masters the innovations 
that his era provides with great efficiency, and offers his own contribution on two levels, one 
practical and one theoretical. This almost inhuman competence contributes to increase the 
distance between Holmes and his clients, the people he protects; this aspect will, however, 
be discussed later. What is necessary to note here is that technology and science are powerful 
tools, but entirely dependent on the intentions of those who master them: if the detective is 
capable of applying Victorian innovations to his investigations, criminals can do the same 
with their schemes, as the Canon often demonstrates.  
Minor crimes, like blackmail and forgery, abound in Sherlock Holme’s adventures, even 
if they do not usually constitute the sole focus of the story. One of the most renowned 
examples of the contrary is SCAN, the case that opens the Adventures of Sherlock Holmes 
(1892), where photography, a hobby that Doyle enthusiastically pursued, assists Irene Adler 
in her blackmail of the hereditary King of Bohemia. The case itself seems to have been 
constructed with the only purpose of inflicting a spectacular defeat upon Holmes, who 
deploys his best disguises and burglar tricks, only to see them re-enacted with greater effect 
by his opponent, who then flees with her new husband and the promise never to use the 
photograph for blackmail again. The King, who has not regained possession of the proof of 
his philandering, implausibly declares himself satisfied, for “[…] her word is inviolate. The 
photograph is now as safe as if it were in the fire.” (p. 175). Miss Adler might have been 
“cruelly wronged” by the King (p. 175), but as a clever woman, her intent in having the 
picture taken in the first place was never completely innocent, illustrating how an object 
intended to represent nothing but the “real” can easily be manipulated. Doyle learnt this 
harsh lesson in 1920-21, when he publicly upheld the authenticity of the “Cottingley Fairies” 
pictures, photographs counterfeited by two young girls, Elsie Wright and Frances Griffiths, 
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to include dancing fairies: it did not help that “the images had been cut out of Princess 
Mary’s Gift Book, a wartime charitable initiative to which Arthur himself had contributed a 
story.”273 On the whole, SCAN is certainly not entirely unsettling, even though it posits the 
long-standing Victorian problem of public perception of the self and the management of 
one’s own image, something that photography removes from the hand of the subject and 
places in those of the photographer. The King, it is suggested, may wield an enormous 
amount of power, but he is powerless when confronted with how Irene intends to control the 
multifaceted nature of his image by presenting to his peers one crystallized instance of it. 
That this is an issue of primary importance for the statesman is signaled by a reified 
metaphor, his wearing a mask in presenting the case to Sherlock; the detective insists that he 
should remove it, or else he will not assist him in his case, a moral blackmail that effectively 
resembles Miss Adler’s. The mask and the photograph represent two conflictual sides of the 
same personality, and the Victorian individual needs to bury, to suppress one of them to 
appear as functional to society.  
ENGR is one of the most Gothic of Holme’s adventures, a case “so strange in its inception 
and so dramatic in its details” (p. 274) that Watson decides to record it in lieu of a case that 
would have provided more “openings for those deductive methods of reasoning by which he 
achieved such remarkable results.”(Ivi.) A hydraulic engineer is employed by a gaunt 
German man to examine what he presents as a “hydraulic stamping machine” (p. 277) to 
compress fuller’s earth into bricks. The pay is rich, but the employer presents a few strange 
conditions: the work must be done at night, and the engineer is to arrive in Oxfordshire, 
where the machine is located, by the last train; he is then carried to an isolated house in a 
carriage with frosted glass windows, thus being unable to take notice of the road. If this was 
not enough to render the engineer suspicious and alert, when the German man leaves him 
for an instant, he is approached by a spectral presence: 
Suddenly, without any preliminary sound in the midst of the utter stillness, the door of my room 
swung slowly open. The woman was standing in the aperture, the darkness of the hall behind her, the 
yellow light from my lamp beating upon her eager and beautiful face. I could see at a glance that she 
was sick with fear, and the sight sent a chill to my own heart. She held up one shaking finger to warn 
me to be silent, and she shot a few whispered words of broken English at me, her eyes glancing back, 
like those of a frightened horse, into the gloom behind her. “ ‘I would go,’ said she, trying hard, as it 
seemed to me, to speak calmly; ‘I would go. I should not stay here. There is no good for you to do.’ 
“ ‘But, madam,’ said I, ‘I have not yet done what I came for. I cannot possibly leave until I have seen 
the machine.’ “ ‘It is not worth your while to wait,’ she went on. ‘You can pass through the door; no 
one hinders.’ And then, seeing that I smiled and shook my head, she suddenly threw aside her 
constraint and made a step forward, with her hands wrung together. ‘For the love of Heaven!’ she 
whispered, ‘get away from here before it is too late!’[…] She was about to renew her entreaties when 
a door slammed overhead, and the sound of several footsteps was heard upon the stairs. She listened 
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for an instant, threw up her hands with a despairing gesture, and vanished as suddenly and as 
noiselessly as she had come. (pp. 280-281) 
The woman’s warning, complete with the final remark “and vanished as suddenly and as 
noiselessly as she had come”, is strongly reminiscent of the benevolent ghost who, in Gothic 
novels, appears to alert the hero or the heroine about the villain’s ill intentions; our rational 
engineer, however, completely disregards it, illustrating how an obstinate skepticism can 
sometimes make as much damages as an excessive credulity. Upon inspecting the press, a 
small chamber whose ceiling is actually the end of a descending piston, the curious engineer 
realizes that the compression of fuller’s earth is a mere excuse, and ill-advisedly asks his 
employer to tell him the truth.  In a page torn from Poe’s “The Pit and the Pendulum”, then, 
the villain decides to dispose of his prying employee by setting the press in motion, and 
letting the man be crushed to death. As the deathly piston inches closer and closer, a spiral 
of light is opened on a side of the press, and the victim is able to make a swift escape; his 
adventures are not yet over, however, since while he is dangling from a window the German 
man appears wielding an axe, and severs one of his thumbs. In a state of unconsciousness he 
is transported by some merciful ally – probably the woman who attempted to warn him – 
near the train station, and upon his return to London he is coincidentally cured by Watson, 
who then readdresses him to Holmes. The detective can add little to this adventure, only 
clarifying that the press, in the meantime destroyed by a fire, was with all probability used 
to counterfeit coins; the culprit unusually escapes, and no reference is made to an eventual 
intervention of a providential punishment.  
Watson’s cautionary introduction is completely warranted, given that Sherlock’s 
intervention is almost null – aside from his tying of a few loose ends, the engineer’s tale 
could happily stand on its own as a horror story. With respect to The Pit and the Pendulum, 
Doyle devotes much less emphasis to the victim’s sensation, endowing him with a spirit so 
rational that when the ceiling has descended so much that he can no longer stand erect, he 
deliberates about which position would grant him a less painful death. This logic vein, 
however, does not help the engineer in the Gothic setting that surrounds him: the beautiful 
and helpless woman, so similar to a ghost that she only appears by lantern light and she 
vanishes into darkness without a sound, is accompanied by a German tyrant who refuses to 
cede to her pleads for mercy. The dark “labyrinth of an old house” (p. 281), isolated in the 
countryside and almost deserted, is also purposefully unsettling: 
It was a labyrinth of an old house, with corridors, passages, narrow winding staircases, and little low 
doors, the thresholds of which were hollowed out by the generations who had crossed them. There 
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were no carpets and no signs of any furniture above the ground floor, while the plaster was peeling 
off the walls, and the damp was breaking through in green, unhealthy blotches. (Ivi.) 
The core of the action, however, clearly revolves around the infernal machinery: 
ostensibly a useful device with a decidedly positive connotation – bricks are associated with 
building, and thus with progress – the press hides not just one, but two criminal intents: 
forging and murder. Like Holmes did in RETI, moreover, the villain studies the train 
schedule in an attempt to vanquish his victim’s possibilities of escape. Technology, then, is 
uncanny precisely by virtue of its double nature, helpful and even salvific in some cases, and 
tricking in others. The scientific spirit with which the engineer examines the press and his 
logic questions, moreover, are what triggers the German villain’s murderous rage, so that 
the expectations of the reader are completely subverted: an apparently innocuous, even 
useful apparatus becomes a deathly instrument in the hands of a monster that reason cannot 
tame. Tellingly, this is one of the few unrepentant criminals that Holmes fails to bring to 
justice, and his disappearance only adds to the disquieting tone of the adventure.  
BRUC transforms Sherlock’s usual reliance on the dependability of the railway system 
in a murderer’s plan to get rid of the body of his victim. The background of the story is an 
international intrigue: a junior clerk, Arthur Cadogan West, has been found dead on the 
Underground; on the body, the police found part of the secret governmental plans for the 
Bruce-Partington submarine, “the most jealously guarded of all governmental secrets” (p. 
916). Mycroft Holmes, Sherlock’s even more gifted brother, asks for the detective’s help in 
recovering the missing part of the plans, allegedly stolen by spies which intend to sell them 
to Britain’s enemies. The bulk of the adventure is devoted to tracking and trapping the spies, 
but Sherlock also graces Watson with the explanation of the ingenious way by which the 
body of the victim was discarded:  
"The end is dark to me also, but I have hold of one idea which may lead us far. The man met his 
death elsewhere, and his body was on the roof of a carriage."  
"On the roof!" 
"Remarkable, is it not? But consider the facts. Is it a coincidence that it is found at the very point 
where the train pitches and sways as it comes round on the points? Is not that the place where an 
object upon the roof might be expected to fall off? The points would affect no object inside the train. 
Either the body fell from the roof, or a very curious coincidence has occurred. But now consider the 
question of the blood. Of course, there was no bleeding on the line if the body had bled elsewhere. 
Each fact is suggestive in itself. Together they have a cumulative force." (p. 920) 
As to how the body was placed on the roof of the carriage, Holme’s explanation sounds 
improbable even to Watson, who by now should be used to extraordinary contingencies, so 
as to prompt one of Sherlock’s famous catchphrases:  
"How could he be placed there?" 
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"That was the question which we had to answer. […] You are aware that the Underground runs clear 
of tunnels at some points in the West End. I had a vague memory that as I have travelled by it I have 
occasionally seen windows just above my head. Now, suppose that a train halted under such a 
window, would there be any difficulty in laying a body upon the roof?" 
"It seems most improbable." 
"We must fall back upon the old axiom that when all other contingencies fail, whatever remains, 
however improbable, must be the truth. Here all other contingencies have failed. When I found that 
the leading international agent, who had just left London, lived in a row of houses which abutted 
upon the Underground, I was so pleased that you were a little astonished at my sudden frivolity. […] 
Mr. Hugo Oberstein, of 13 Caulfield Gardens, had become my objective. I began my operations at 
Gloucester Road Station, where a very helpful official walked with me along the track and allowed 
me to satisfy myself not only that the back-stair windows of Caulfield Gardens open on the line but 
the even more essential fact that, owing to the intersection of one of the larger railways, the 
Underground trains are frequently held motionless for some minutes at that very spot." (p. 926) 
To sum up the incident, an international spy has stolen invaluable secret plans from an 
office; discovered by a clerk, he has killed him and, shrouded by the November fog, disposed 
of the body by dumping it on the roof of an Underground train carriage that happens to 
station under the window of his lodgings; the body then has predictably fallen from the 
carriage’s roof when the train has swayed, removing it from the crime scene. The function 
of the train is then transmuted from carrying a lively couple – the victim and his fiancée – to 
enjoy an evening at the theatre, to transporting a dead body in order to cover the murderer’s 
traces. The complex dynamics of the incident only add to the estranging nature of the event, 
who taints the most common and useful of Victorian advancements with uncanny 
possibilities, to be later extensively explored by the genius of Agatha Christie.  
HOUN, Holmes’ closer dabbling with the supernatural, is permeated by Gothic references 
and tropes, but significantly what ultimately enables the curse to come to life is the evil 
genius of the scientist, Stapleton, who uses chemistry to transform a massive but certainly 
not otherworldly hound into a hellish creature: 
A hound it was, an enormous coal-black hound, but not such a hound as mortal eyes have ever seen. 
Fire burst from its open mouth, its eyes glowed with a smouldering glare, its muzzle and hackles and 
dewlap were outlined in flickering flame. Never in the delirious dream of a disordered brain could 
anything more savage, more appalling, more hellish be conceived than that dark form and savage 
face which broke upon us out of the wall of fog. […] I placed my hand upon the glowing muzzle, 
and as I held them up my own fingers smouldered and gleamed in the darkness. “Phosphorus,” I said.  
“A cunning preparation of it,” said Holmes, sniffing at the dead animal. “There is no smell which 
might have interfered with his power of scent.” (p. 757) 
An innocuous, even beneficial element like phosphorous can, in the hands of the wrong 
man, turn into a murder weapon: Sir Charles Baskerville dies of fright at the sight of the 
materialization of the curse that has haunted his family for centuries.  
Criminal masterminds like Stapleton, Irene Adler, “Colonel Lysander Stark” (the German 
forger in ENGR) and Hugo Oberstein (the murderous spy in BRUC) are then shown to be 
able to negatively interpret science and technology, to exploit them for their illicit purposes 
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as competently as the detective applies them in his investigations. “Progress”, one of the 
greatest Victorian myths, is therefore denied its entirely positive connotation, as these cases 
demonstrate that it is the person wielding the innovation that directs it either towards noble 
ends or criminal scopes. Victorian positivism is also challenged in the light of the fact that 
the affirmative use of the fruits of progress does not always prevail on their illegitimate 
misuse: of the three cases mentioned, only in BRUC Holmes is able to apprehend the culprit, 
and only after an innocent victim has paid the price.  
2. Heredity, atavism and degeneration 
One of the most essential and interesting traits of Gothic novels is how they problematize 
the past: ghosts, monsters and revenants come back to torment and to punish; traditional 
positions of power are challenged by the incoming new, and barbarity is safely confined in 
“darker” epochs. Sensation novels, Gothic fiction’s most direct heirs, shifted the focus from 
the past to the present, drawing inspiration from contemporaneity and directly confronting 
anxieties and concerns that arose from current socio-cultural issues. The fin de siècle Gothic 
adopted a third perspective, which was shaped by the scientific discourses of the time:  
The evolutionary model which both contributed to and utilized the findings of anthropology after the 
mid-century, entailed a reorganization of time. As George Stocking puts it, ‘Contemporaneity in 
space was… converted into succession in time by rearranging the cultural forms coexisting in the 
Victorian present along an axis of assumed structural and ideational archaism.’ This approach to the 
past within the present was formalized in the comparative method, which served as the basis of 
anthropological thought and practice from the 1870s onwards.274 
Darwinian evolutionism theorized that civilization had reached different levels of 
development in different areas of the globe, but this already tendentious model was 
popularised as an essentially binary system that elected white Europeans as the highest race, 
and deemed all the others “savages” in various degrees. The anthropologist Edward Burnett 
Tylor argued that this progression in civilization allowed scientists to study the 
“underdeveloped races” in order to draw observations which could, by extension, shed light 
on the prehistorical past of the European populations: 
The comparative method, with its emphasis on the classification of cultures or races according to 
developmental criteria meant that potentially the historical past could be located in the individual. 
An individual’s body, brain, skull, and bone structure could occupy a distinct historical or even 
prehistoric space.275 
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The uncanny contradiction, then, lies in the fact that history was considered as a 
progression that led to white European supremacy and at the same time as a concurrence of 
different but coexisting stages of civilization. To complicate matters, the diffusion and 
simplification of the evolutionary model spawned a constellation of corollaries that often 
diverged significantly from Darwin’s original formulations. Atavism, for instance, re-
elaborated the concept of “random mutation” to consider the accidental reappearance in an 
individual of characteristics pertaining to an ancestral form. The formulation included both 
physical and psychological traits; as a consequence of man’s descent from primates, simian 
features were usually identified as regressive in humans. Atavism highlighted the 
controversial aspect of the theory of random mutations; degeneration theory, while 
harbouring a similar fear of reversion, focused on the possibility that if we progress through 
evolution, we can also devolve through regression. Lamarckism, which posits that 
environmental factors are responsible for adaptive mutations, expanded degeneration theory 
with an additional suggestion: that unhealthy living conditions such as those generated in 
the suburbs of vast metropolises could trigger equally unhealthy adaptations. As a 
consequence, 
Heredity was not the vehicle of progress: it was an invisible source of contamination, whit the 
infection jumping across bodies, across the generations, and manifesting itself in visible physical 
deformity. While the evolution from animal to human, from savage to modern, had taken place 
gradually, over an unthinkable span of time, degeneration was rapid and fatal.[…] And finally, 
degeneracy was progressive in its effects, as the original contamination […] intensified itself in the 
offspring, and was manifested in the increasing mental and physical deformity of each successive 
generation. 276 
Evolutionism, degeneration theory and atavism also contributed to shape the work of 
Cesare Lombroso, a prominent criminal anthropologist and one of the most influential 
intellectuals of the 19th century. Lombroso theorized the existence of a “born criminal”, an 
individual whose physical and psychological traits declared a correspondence with lower 
animals and the “savage races” and who was, for these reasons, destined to corruption. 
Deviant, regressive characteristics “shared with lower species or ‘lower races,’ but no longer 
found in the normal Caucasian”277 betrayed an innate criminality; they generally sparked a 
comparison with primates, but they also frequently digressed into metaphoric associations: 
Lombroso does not restrict himself to the most recent human ancestors […]: his criminal also shows 
abnormal physical correspondences with “remote ancestors” like dogs, rodents, lemurs, reptiles, 
oxen, birds of prey, and domestic fowl […]. Some of his criminal-animal correspondences are 
governed by metaphor, the criminal’s double row of teeth recalling the legendary deceitfulness of 
the snake, his hooked nose, the fierceness of the bird of prey. But other correspondences run counter 
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to logic – that the physical characteristics the criminal shares […] with lemurs, apes and reptiles 
should signal his innate tendency to vanity, wantonness, vengefulness, and impulsive rage. Lombroso 
here seems to be playing on the commonplace that certain human behaviors – thieving, viciousness, 
love of drunken orgies – are “beastly,” rather than developing strict animal-human 
correspondences.278 
The impact of these sciences and pseudo-sciences on the Victorian and, later, Edwardian 
society can hardly be exaggerated, and their echo is clearly recognizable in fin de siècle 
novels, informing Dracula, the monstrous revenant; Hyde, the ape-like counterpart of the 
everyman; the terrible Island full of Moreau’s hybrids, and the degenerative creature that 
Dorian’s picture displays. The common thread in these works is the articulation of a Gothic 
fear, the return of the past; with respect to classic Gothic novels, however, this anxiety is 
much more disturbing, because it cannot be controlled or permanently externalized. If 
random mutations only obey to chance, the “curse” becomes impossible to direct: the past is 
already dormant in every single individual as part of the human race, and atavistic or 
degenerative throwbacks can unexpectedly be activated at any moment. Hence the need to 
identify distinct physical and psychological characteristics that can point to the “criminal”, 
to the deviant entity, in order to re-establish clear boundaries between the sane “I” and the 
beastly, savage “other”.  
Part of the infallible method of Sherlock Holmes consists in keeping abreast of the most 
recent scientific discoveries, particularly when they concern the fields of crime and crime 
investigation. Doyle, it must be remembered, was a trained doctor, a multifaceted man in 
which spiritualist interests and literary and scientific enthusiasm coexisted; his rational 
detective reflects at least the scientific aspect of his formation. While Doyle realized that 
“embellishing his Sherlockian output with any hint of spiritualism” would amount to 
“commercial suicide,”279 Holmes’ adventures do not refrain from exploring the eerie 
implications of Darwinian sciences.  
SIGN, the second adventure in the Holmesian Canon (1890), is one of the best examples 
of how the new discoveries in biology and anthropology conditioned and reshaped all late 
Victorian literature. The dynamics of the murder of Bartholomew Sholto, in particular, 
reveal striking correspondences with Poe’s MRM, which is reinterpreted in a peculiar way. 
The confession offered by Jonathan Small, the man that Holmes and Watson adventurously 
chase down the Thames and finally apprehend, is an exotic tale which also vaguely 
resembles the theft of the Moonstone by Colonel Herncastle. An overseer in a tree plantation 
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in India, after the outbreak of the Indian Rebellion of 1857 Small bands with three Sikh 
guards to murder a merchant and steal his rich treasure under the cover of the confusion 
caused by the rebellion. The murder is however discovered, and Small and his accomplices 
are sentenced to penal servitude in the Andaman Islands; the convict than bribes Major John 
Sholto and Captain Arthur Morstan (the father of Holmes’ client and future Mrs. Watson, 
Mary Morstan) into setting him free. Sholto betrays both Small and Morstan, and flees to 
England with the treasure; Morstan later dies of a heart attack during a quarrel with Sholto, 
whom he had managed to trace. The ever-resourceful Small escapes the colonies with the 
help of Tonga, an Andaman islander who grows fond of the convict after he saves his life, 
and finds Sholto; the man however dies before revealing the location of the treasure. Small 
than waits for it to be recovered by Sholto’s sons, Bartholomew, who lives alone in the 
paternal manor, and Thaddeus, who enlists Holmes’ help after his brother is found dead and 
the newly found treasure disappears.  
Holmes’ examination of the crime scene presents difficulties similar to those that test 
Dupin in MRM: two people have climbed into the room, one with a wooden leg and, Holmes 
is careful to point out, “though a fair climber, […] not a professional sailor” (p. 111) and a 
“mysterious ally” who “lifts the case from the regions of the commonplace.” (Ivi). The traces 
left by this unusual accomplice, in particular, prove to be most puzzling, at least for Watson: 
"Here you are, you see," said Sherlock Holmes, putting his hand against the sloping wall. "This is a 
trap-door which leads out on to the roof. I can press it back, and here is the roof itself, sloping at a 
gentle angle. This, then, is the way by which Number One entered. Let us see if we can find any 
other traces of his individuality."  
He held down the lamp to the floor, and as he did so I saw for the second time that night a startled, 
surprised look come over his face. For myself, as I followed his gaze my skin was cold under my 
clothes. The floor was covered thickly with the prints of a naked foot, — clear, well defined, perfectly 
formed, but scarce half the size of those of an ordinary man.  
"Holmes," I said, in a whisper, "a child has done the horrid thing."  
He had recovered his self-possession in an instant. "I was staggered for the moment," he said, "but 
the thing is quite natural. My memory failed me, or I should have been able to foretell it. There is 
nothing more to be learned here. Let us go down." (p. 112). 
Like Dupin, Holmes recurs to the enlightening power of an encyclopedic publication to 
prove the correctness of his deduction to his associate: 
“[…] Wooden-legged men are not so common, but the other man must, I should think, be absolutely 
unique.[…] Now, do consider the data. Diminutive footmarks, toes never fettered by boots, naked 
feet, stone-headed wooden mace, great agility, small poisoned darts. What do you make of all this?"  
"A savage!" I exclaimed. "Perhaps one of those Indians who were the associates of Jonathan Small."  
"Hardly that," said he. "When first I saw signs of strange weapons I was inclined to think so; but the 
remarkable character of the footmarks caused me to reconsider my views. Some of the inhabitants of 
the Indian Peninsula are small men, but none could have left such marks as that. The Hindoo proper 
has long and thin feet. The sandal-wearing Mohammedan has the great toe well separated from the 
others, because the thong is commonly passed between. These little darts, too, could only be shot in 
one way. They are from a blow-pipe. Now, then, where are we to find our savage?"  
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"South American," I hazarded.  
He stretched his hand up, and took down a bulky volume from the shelf. "This is the first volume of 
a gazetteer which is now being published. It may be looked upon as the very latest authority. What 
have we here? 'Andaman Islands, situated 340 miles to the north of Sumatra, in the Bay of Bengal.' 
[…] 'The aborigines of the Andaman Islands may perhaps claim the distinction of being the smallest 
race upon this earth […]. The average height is rather below four feet, although many full-grown 
adults may be found who are very much smaller than this. They are a fierce, morose, and intractable 
people, though capable of forming most devoted friendships when their confidence has once been 
gained.' Mark that, Watson. Now, then, listen to this. 'They are naturally hideous, having large, 
misshapen heads, small, fierce eyes, and distorted features. Their feet and hands, however, are 
remarkably small. So intractable and fierce are they that all the efforts of the British official have 
failed to win them over in any degree. They have always been a terror to shipwrecked crews, braining 
the survivors with their stone-headed clubs, or shooting them with their poisoned arrows. These 
massacres are invariably concluded by a cannibal feast.' Nice, amiable people, Watson! If this fellow 
had been left to his own unaided devices this affair might have taken an even more ghastly turn. I 
fancy that, even as it is, Jonathan Small would give a good deal not to have employed him." (pp. 127-
128). 
This passage is understandably problematic for the modern reader, but entirely coherent 
with the Victorian frame of mind. Setting aside for a moment the fact that Watson and 
Holmes agree in designating Indians, which were citizens of the British Empire, as 
“savages”, the most striking element here contained is the evolution of MRM’s orangutan in 
an aborigine. Many similarities equate Tonga and the murderous primate in Poe’s story: first 
and foremost, the fact that they inadvertently act against the will of their “master”, since 
Jonathan Small had no intention of killing the innocent Bartholomew Sholto in the first 
place. Even the former overseer and convict possesses a certain degree of morals, an albeit 
elementary level of discernment between right and wrong which for instance prompts him 
to declare to his Indian accomplices in murder and theft that he would rather die than imperil 
the fort of Agra. In his eyes, Bartholomew Sholto does not deserve to die because it was his 
father, and not him, who betrayed an oath, and this marks the son as an innocent victim. 
Tonga, on the other hand, like the crazed ape in MRM has no self-restraint nor notion of 
moral judgment; he ruthlessly kills the perceived threat and only relents when his “master” 
physically punishes him.  
Then, there are the traces that the two creatures leave behind, and the terrified 
interpretation that the detectives’ assistants give of them, since the small, unplaceable prints 
point toward unspeakable interpretations: Poe’s narrator propends towards a madman, while 
Watson chooses a child. Significantly, in both cases the ordinary man thinks of a criminal 
which has not completely developed into an adult, rational individual, thus dwelling in a 
liminal state which is not completely integrated into society, and yet not entirely excluded 
from it. These erroneous deductions reveal the underlying fear of an internal, incontrollable 
threat; a fear that was also prominent in the novels of Dickens – in which children can be 
decidedly aggressive – and in Sensation novels, which often dealt with the theme of madness 
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and confinement. Great detectives, on the other hand, rely on their power of observation and 
on the aid of the most modern encyclopedic knowledge to recognize the exceptionality of 
the occurrence and to isolate the threat in a safely remote form. Rationalization is, at least, 
Doyle’s intent, given the fact that the description he makes of Tonga is entirely coherent 
with Darwinian portrayals of “savages”: like primates, they are prone to outbursts of emotion 
and lack a complex ethical system, but are not incapable of being faithful, especially to a 
stronger individual which acts as leader.  
The attempt to vanquish the unsettling sensations caused by the presence of Tonga in the 
heart of the civilized world is brought to an apex during the “mad, flying man-hunt down 
the Thames” (p. 138). The mere sight of the cornered, snarling aborigine prompts Holmes 
and Watson to draw their pistols:  
[…] that face was enough to give a man a sleepless night. Never have I seen features so deeply 
marked with all bestiality and cruelty. His small eyes glowed and burned with a sombre light, and 
his thick lips were writhed back from his teeth, which grinned and chattered at us with animal fury.  
“Fire if he raises his hand,” said Holmes quietly.  
[…] Even as we looked he plucked out from under his covering a short, round piece of wood […] 
and clapped it to his lips. Our pistols rang out together. He whirled round, threw up his arms, and, 
with a kind of chocking cough, fell sideways into the stream. (pp. 138-139) 
The death of Tonga presents numerous analogies with that of the ghastly hound in HOUN: 
his eyes glow and burn like those of the infernal fiend; his teeth chatter in a growling sound; 
his whole appearance generates the same nightmarish effect; and, finally, in both cases 
Holmes and Watson fire in unison. The equation is clear: Tonga, the atavistic savage, is a 
relic of a menacing past that dares to live in a developed, civilized present; he is nothing but 
a beast, whom no man, not the embodiment of rationality, nor his more sympathetic friend, 
hesitates to eliminate. Watson, the benevolent, charming narrator that often deplores 
Sherlock’s detached externalizations, goes as far as to comment the chase and its horrifying 
conclusion in enthusiastic words: “I have coursed many creatures in many countries during 
my checkered career, but never did sport give me such a wild thrill such as this mad, flying 
man-hunt down the Thames” (p. 138).  
Combining the conclusions that can be drawn from comparisons between MRM, SIGN 
and HOUN, it is evident that the function of Tonga is to demonstrate the dangers posed by 
deviant instances of evolution. The savage only differs from Poe’s orangutan in that his bond 
with Small is not solely based on fear, but rather on attachment, a trait that Darwin 
considered an evolutionary adaptation to increase the possibilities of survival of the 
individual. He represents the intermediate step in the evolutionary scale, a primitive that 
uncannily lives in the present; like Stapleton’s hellhound, he is a living curse that must be 
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laid to rest. This already Gothic characterization is enhanced by Tonga’s narrative scope: 
like an avenging ghost, he punishes those who treacherously seize the treasure; Bartholomew 
Sholto, for instance, might not have been guilty of stealing it, but he also had no intention of 
giving Miss Morstan her fair share.  
The legendary hound which curses the Baskervilles is Doyle’s overt reference to the 
Gothic genre, but it is not the sole or most important occurrence of a problematic relationship 
with the past in HOUN. An attentive reader may already find hints to the key note of the 
novel in the first encounter between Dr. Mortimer and Sherlock Holmes, introduced by an 
excerpt from the Medical Directory: “Mortimer, James, […] winner of the Jackson prize for 
Comparative Pathology, with essay entitled ‘Is Disease a Reversion?’ […] Author of ‘Some 
Freaks of Atavism” (Lancet, 1882). ‘Do we progress?’ (Journal of Psychology, March, 
1883).” (p. 671).  “It is not my intention to be fulsome, but I confess that I covet your skull”, 
the enthusiastic phrenologist then tells Holmes in lieu of an exchange of pleasantries (p. 
672). Holmes, ever the accurate intellectual, dismisses phrenology as devoid of solid bases; 
nevertheless, Watson seems to yield to its charm when describing the hearty Henry 
Baskerville: 
[…] as I looked at his dark and expressive face I felt more than ever how true a descendant he was 
of that long line of high-blooded, fiery, and masterful men. There were pride, valour and strength in 
his thick brows, his sensitive nostrils, and his large hazel eyes. If on that forbidding moor a difficult 
and dangerous quest should lie before us, this was at least a comrade for whom one might venture to 
take a risk with the certainty that he would bravely share it. (p. 700) 
Over the course of the novel, the reader learns to acknowledge the correctness of this 
assessment, and that while Henry’s disposition could not differ more from that of Hugo 
Baskerville, the cursed ancestor, it resembles instead the nature of his uncle, the deceased 
Charles Baskerville. With the hound on the loose, however, one is entitled to think that the 
beast’s human equivalent, Hugo, should be haunting the moors as well. The final suggestion 
is provided by the setting itself: Gothic ruins of ancient buildings here become prehistoric 
tors and cairns, inhabited by Selden, the fugitive criminal: “Somewhere there, on that 
desolate plain, was lurking this fiendish man, hiding in a burrow like a wild beast, his heart 
full of malignancy against the whole race who had cast him out.” (p. 701). Selden is not the 
murderer of Sir Charles, but he is one of the counterparts of the regressive hound: 
Both convict and canine are described in similar terms. Like Seldon (sic), the dog has a 'dark form 
and savage face'; while the 'poor devil of a convict' is referred to as 'half animal and half demon', a 
fair description of the Hound both of legend and local report. Before its unmasking by Holmes, the 
Hound as a supernatural agent is also 'atavistic', a survival from the criminal past of the Baskerville 
family. By imaginatively associating Seldon (sic) with the Hound in this way, the text reinforces the 
idea of the violent criminal being an anachronistic intrusion into the modern world. More at home in 
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the prehistoric landscape of the moors, his outrages on the streets of modern London are as disruptive 
and terrifying as if the wicked earl himself or his spectral nemesis really did revisit the modern world. 
It is fitting therefore that it should be the Hound who brings about Seldon's (sic) demise, mistaking 
him for Sir Henry.280 
When Holmes climactically reveals that Stapleton, the naturalist, is actually a Baskerville, 
the reader has been immersed in this atavistic culture medium for three quarters of the novel, 
and complacently accepts this explanation for the mystery of Sir Charles’ death. It is Holmes, 
with his astonishing powers, and not Dr. Mortimer, however trained he might be in the study 
of atavism and physical features, who recognizes in the portrait of Hugo Baskerville a 
familiar face: 
The face of Stapleton had sprung out of the canvas. [...] “But this is marvellous. It might be his 
portrait.”  
“Yes, it is an interesting instance of a throwback, which appears to be both physical and spiritual. A 
study of family portraits is enough to convert a man to the doctrine of reincarnation.” (p. 750) 
Even the hyper-materialistic Holmes finds it hard to comment a “spiritual throwback” 
without referring to some form of religiosity; being HOUN the first Holmesian story to be 
published after the detective’s death at the Reichenbach Falls, scholars have interpreted this 
specific episode as Doyle’s attempt at conciliating Holmes with spiritualism.281 There is, 
however, another possible explanation, and that is the Gothic framework of the novel: 
In true Gothic style this moment of revelation is enabled by means of an ancestral portrait. […] This 
covert tribute to the prototype of the haunted portrait (where Alfonso literally steps out of the portrait) 
is immediately incorporated into Holmes’ materialist epistemology, and is interpreted according to 
the logic of reversion.282 
“Alfonso the Good,” is the virtuous, noble ancestor whose legacy is imperilled by an 
usurper; his legitimate heir – and double – Theodore rightfully claims what is his by birth 
right, and more importantly, he is the undisputed hero of the novel. In HOUN, Doyle reverts 
the reassuring finale of Otranto: evil is passed on in lieu of nobility, and even the death of 
Stapleton, whose atavistic body is never recovered, is unable to restore a convincing sense 
of security. The iconic hero has been transformed into an iconic villain by virtue of a curse 
that to the Victorian conscience appeared far more real and preoccupying than the 
Baskerville’s gloomy fairy-tale.  
References to atavism, degeneration and regression also abound in Holmes’ shorter 
stories, at times appearing as hints, and at times forming the narrative frame of the adventure. 
In the second case, however, the story tends to lose its detective fiction connotations to 
                                                          
280 Mighall, Robert, op.cit., p. 162.  
281 Lightman, Bernard, op. cit., p. 32. 
282 Mighall, Robert, op. cit., p. 164. 
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acquire more visibly Gothic tones: in CREE, for instance, the investigation does not revolve 
around a criminal deed and it would be impossible to identify a proper opponent for Sherlock 
Holmes. The mystery is already a milestone in itself, recorded by Watson as “the last case 
handled by Holmes before his retirement from practice” (p. 1071), but it also is one of the 
most unapologetically bizarre adventures of the great detective. Professor Presbury, an 
esteemed “Camford physiologist” (p. 1072) arouses concern in his assistant (and future son 
in law) Mr. Bennett when, shortly after his engagement to a younger woman, his behaviour 
becomes erratic. A brief trip to Prague seems to be responsible for his sudden change of 
character; his lessons remain as brilliant as ever, but those who live in close contact with 
him have the feeling that he is “under some shadow which had darkened his higher qualities” 
(p. 1073). He does not trust his correspondence with his assistant anymore, carefully hiding 
specific letters marked E.C, and “savagely” (ivi) scolds Mr. Bennet when he inadvertently 
takes up a little wooden box that the professor keeps on his piano. Even his once faithful 
Irish wolfhound seems to perceive a change in him, furiously barking against his master in 
an apparently unprovoked fury. Bennet, then, in conformity with his scientific education, 
decides to record professor Presbury’s actions on a daily basis, documenting in particular 
any deviation from his usual conduct. Two nights before Bennet’s visit to Holmes, a most 
spectral and disturbing scene takes place: 
He sleeps at the end of the passage and would have to pass my door in order to reach the staircase. It 
was a really terrifying experience, Mr. Holmes. I think that I am as strong-nerved as my neighbours, 
but I was shaken by what I saw. The passage was dark save that one window halfway along it threw 
a patch of light. I could see that something was coming along the passage, something dark and 
crouching. Then suddenly it emerged into the light, and I saw that it was he. He was crawling, Mr. 
Holmes—crawling! He was not quite on his hands and knees. I should rather say on his hands and 
feet, with his face sunk between his hands. Yet he seemed to move with ease. I was so paralyzed by 
the sight that it was not until he had reached my door that I was able to step forward and ask if I could 
assist him. His answer was extraordinary. He sprang up, spat out some atrocious word at me, and 
hurried on past me, and down the staircase. I waited about for an hour, but he did not come back. It 
must have been daylight before he regained his room. (p. 1074) 
The interpretations given by Watson and Holmes to this alarming testimony contributes 
to the unsettling reversal of order which characterizes this story: the doctor gives a rational 
explanation of the events, while the detective appeals to instincts. First suggesting lumbago 
as the cause of the professor’s posture, Watson is thus praised by Holmes: “Good, Watson! 
You always keep us flat-footed on the ground. But we can hardly accept lumbago, since he 
was able to stand erect for a moment.” (ivi). Well-funded as it might be, it is readers who 
can hardly accept this remark, given Holmes’ constant insistence on the romanticizing nature 
of his biographer’s assessments. The medical man in Watson, however, must have gotten 
the better of him, for in his next evaluation he suggests that the professor’s mental faculties 
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must have suffered from the stress of courting a woman so much younger than him. “‘And 
the wolfhound no doubt disapproved of the financial bargain,’” Holmes retorts in an outburst 
of pointed humor: he prefers to trust the animal’s instincts, rather than a seemingly sound 
diagnosis. Further elaborations are cut short by the arrival of the professor’s daughter, whose 
experience is even more uncanny than her fiancée’s: 
I was awakened in the night by the dog barking most furiously. […] I may say that I always sleep 
with my door locked; for, […] as Mr. Bennett […] will tell you, we all have a feeling of impending 
danger. My room is on the second floor. It happened that the blind was up in my window, and there 
was bright moonlight outside. As I lay with my eyes fixed upon the square of light, listening to the 
frenzied barkings of the dog, I was amazed to see my father’s face looking in at me. Mr. Holmes, I 
nearly died of surprise and horror. There it was pressed against the window-pane, and one hand 
seemed to be raised as if to push up the window. If that window had opened, I think I should have 
gone mad. It was no delusion, Mr. Holmes. Don’t deceive yourself by thinking so. I dare say it was 
twenty seconds or so that I lay paralyzed and watched the face. Then it vanished, but I could not—I 
could not spring out of bed and look out after it. I lay cold and shivering till morning. At breakfast 
he was sharp and fierce in manner, and made no allusion to the adventure of the night. (p. 1075) 
The nightly setting, the maiden lying in her bed with a “feeling of impending danger,” 
the ghastly face at the window: these details belong in a horror story, and the girl – who is, 
after all, the daughter of a great scientist – feels the need to remark that what she saw was 
not a nightmare, nor the product of a disturbed mind. The danger is real, and its most 
grotesque aspect lies in the liminal object, the transparent window which divides 
degeneration from haleness: “if that window had opened, I think I should have gone mad,” 
the girl says, and it is vital to remember that she is talking about her father. Until the mystery 
is clarified, Presbury’s daughter is under a double threat: to live with an apparently deranged 
man, and, as blood of his blood, to inherit this propensity to sudden reversion. A rather tired 
Gothic image, the sleepless vigil, is here reinterpreted to illustrate how frail border can be 
the between “in” and “out”, between the reassuring Victorian house and the bleak night of 
monstrous degeneration. The face at the window, looking in and holding out one hand, is 
both familiar and alien, on the outside and on the inside, since the man is perched on the 
house’s walls, inside the fenced garden. 
To definitively solve the mysterious case, Holmes and Watson adopt the perspective of 
the naturalist: they nestle in Presbury’s garden and wait for him to perform one of his 
nocturnal deeds. They are, however, unprepared for the ensuing sight: 
"Come, Watson, come!" cried Holmes, and we stole as softly as we could through the bushes until 
we had gained a spot whence we could see the other side of the house, which was bathed in the light 
of the half-moon. The professor was clearly visible crouching at the foot of the ivy-covered wall. As 
we watched him he suddenly began with incredible agility to ascend it. From branch to branch he 
sprang, sure of foot and firm of grasp, climbing apparently in mere joy at his own powers, with no 
definite object in view. With his dressing-gown flapping on each side of him, he looked like some 
huge bat glued against the side of his own house, a great square dark patch upon the moonlit wall. 
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Dracula acts indisputably as the main intertextual reference for this passage: the scene in 
which a horrified Harker observes from his window the Count speedily crawling down his 
castle’s walls, a terrifying hybrid between lizard and bat, is here replicated with a certain 
precision. The difference lies in the fact that contrary to Harker, the detective has a clear 
view of the object of his observation; furthermore, he is readily able to identify a cause for 
this apparently supernatural occurrence. When, tired of his present amusement, professor 
Presbury, crouched and with his arms dangling, creeps in front of the wolfhound and 
mischievously provokes him until it lounges for his throat, the solution appears clear to 
Holmes. Driven by his passion for a young woman, the great scientific mind had indeed 
resorted to injecting himself with a Darwinian youth potion: a serum concocted by “an 
obscure scientist who was striving in some unknown way for the secret of rejuvenescence 
and the elixir of life.” (p. 1082). The serum, “tabooed by the profession because he refused 
to reveal its source” (ivi) is somehow based on a large Himalayan monkey, the Langur, “a 
crawler and a climber” (ivi). Reversion is, then, at the core of this uncanny tale, but the 
scientific rationalization is too feeble, and intertextual references to Strange Case of Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and Dracula too powerful, for the solution to appease the disturbed 
audience. Even Holmes, the beacon of enlightened reason, instead of clarifying the details 
of the case accentuates how the danger is far from being vanquished: 
"[…] When one tries to rise above Nature one is liable to fall below it. The highest type of man may 
revert to the animal if he leaves the straight road of destiny." He sat musing for a little with the phial 
in his hand, looking at the clear liquid within. "When I have written to this man and told him that I 
hold him criminally responsible for the poisons which he circulates, we will have no more trouble. 
But it may recur. Others may find a better way. There is danger there--a very real danger to humanity. 
Consider, Watson, that the material, the sensual, the worldly would all prolong their worthless lives. 
The spiritual would not avoid the call to something higher. It would be the survival of the least fit. 
What sort of cesspool may not our poor world become?" Suddenly the dreamer disappeared, and 
Holmes, the man of action, sprang from his chair. "I think there is nothing more to be said, Mr. 
Bennett. The various incidents will now fit themselves easily into the general scheme. […] There is 
an early train to town, Watson, but I think we shall just have time for a cup of tea at the Chequers 
before we catch it." 
Talking for a moment like a spiritualist – and thus completely out of character – Holmes 
brings to light Doyle’s intention in writing this Gothic adventure: published in 1927, CREE 
has lost the positivistic attitude of the Victorian era, and has dropped the pretense of 
Edwardian optimism. The anxieties that Holmes articulates are those of the unknowableness 
of the limit, and of atavism. One is the already discussed problematic of reversion: if it is 
possible to evolve, so it is to devolve, to return to an underdeveloped state. The other is the 
spiritually reinterpreted Faustian question of where scientific or rational knowledge should 
desist, of how far the limit of human intervention can be pushed. Many eerie possibilities 
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are contained in the small vial that Sherlock holds in his hands, and the Darwinian nightmare 
finds its medium of preference in the form of the Gothic story, historically associated with 
the expression of the repressed. 
 Doyle, a wise businessman and a perceptive author, immediately readjusts Sherlock’s 
attitude to fit the “pragmatist” stereotype; for deviating from his norm in the first place, he 
evidently cared quite a bit about voicing these doubts. A structure so evidently relying on 
elements of the fin de siècle Gothic, however, was too liable of accusation of sensationalism, 
against which Doyle often pushed back through the rebuffs that Holmes directs at Watson 
for his alleged penchant for romance. For this reason, elements drawn from phrenology, 
physiognomy or degeneration theory are usually articulated either as brief remarks 
concerning the transmissibility of evil, or as a description based on these pseudo-sciences of 
the villain’s physical characteristics. In SPEC, for instance, Dr. Roylott, the murderer, is the 
last heir of a once wealthy and illustrious family ruined by “four successive heirs […] of a 
dissolute and wasteful disposition” (p. 259). Like a proper Gothic villain, Roylott schemes 
to get rid of his adoptive daughters in order to appropriate their considerable patrimony, 
confirming the degenerative pattern of his ancestors. In PRIO, the product of an adulterine 
relationship is a young man so steeped in debt and so corroded by envy, that he kidnaps the 
legitimate heir to his aristocratic father’s estate and asks for the ransom. A father is again 
the criminal mind behind the complicated substitution plot in COPP, which employs the 
themes of the double, of female confinement and of hindered love in connection with 
degeneration. The “madwoman in the attic” in this case is Alice Rucastle, the villain’s 
daughter, whom he keeps locked in an isolated room in order to retain control over a bequest 
left to the girl by her mother. The violent nature of the man is duly replicated – and amplified 
– in his son: 
I have never met so utterly spoiled and so ill-natured a little creature. He is small for his age, with a 
head which is quite disproportionately large. His entire life appears to be spent in an alternation 
between savage fits of passion and gloomy intervals of sulking. Giving pain to any creature weaker 
than himself seems to be his one idea of amusement […] (p. 324) 
The child, then, presents both physical and moral deformities which unnerve his good 
natured, perceptive governess. It is interesting, albeit quite surprising, that Holmes indicates 
this specific detail as the “most serious point in the case” (p. 329): 
My dear Watson, you as a medical man are continually gaining light as to the tendencies of a child 
by the study of the parents. Don’t you see that the converse is equally valid. […] This child’s 
disposition is abnormally cruel, merely for cruelty’s sake, and whether he derives this from his 
smiling father, as I should suspect, or from his mother, it bodes evil for the poor girl who is in their 
power. (pp. 229-330) 
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Often, in Gothic romances, the son of a formidable villain is depicted as a weak creature, 
fragile in body and mind; he also generally dies within a few moments of his father’s decision 
to hasten his wedding with the heroine. His function is, then, to act as a plot catalyst, to set 
the action in motion – usually, provoking the heroine’s flight. In this case, the pivotal 
function of the child’s disposition is to illustrate the works of degeneration: the boy is more 
evil and unrestrained than his father, and the sickness of his soul is mirrored in the 
disproportionate features of his body. Holmes is able to use this manifest cruelness in order 
to reveal the hidden distortion of Rucastle’s mind, but the apparently successful solution of 
the case contains an uncanny consequence: that the child will, with all probability, grow up 
to pose an even greater threat than the father did. 
 For what concerns the description of physical features, it is possible to group Doyle’s 
criminals according to two main animal representations: the ape-like brute and the intelligent 
predator, either falconine or, with lesser frequency, feline. In SIGN, Jonathan Small is 
described as “monkey faced” (p. 124), with “mahogany features” (p. 139), “black, curly 
hair” and “heavy brows and aggressive chin” (p. 140), all traits that liken him to a primate 
or, tellingly, to one of the so-called “inferior races.” Jonas Oldacre, a vindictive, deceitful 
old man (NORW), is defined as “more like a malignant and cunning ape than a human being” 
(p. 503).  Black Gorgiano, a Mafia boss (REDC) is a colossal man with a swarthy 
complexion and blazing eyes; when talking, he whirls his arms around in a sort of frenzy, 
and “everything about him is grotesque, gigantic and terrifying” (p. 911). Africans, Indians 
or other colonials make more than a few appearances in the Canon, usually as secondary 
characters, accomplices or enablers of a more astute criminal; as the case of Tonga serves to 
prove, their features usually conform to a Lombrosian approach. If possible, an even more 
grotesque depiction is deployed in 3GAB:  
The door had flown open and a huge negro had burst into the room. He would have been a comic 
figure if he had not been terrific, for he was dressed in a very loud gray check suit with a flowing 
salmon-coloured tie. His broad face and flattened nose were thrust forward, as his sullen dark eyes, 
with a smouldering gleam of malice in them, turned from one of us to the other. (p. 1023) 
Considering how the man, who was payed to threaten Holmes, is then with equal ease 
employed by the detective as an informer, and how his language is a syncopate, childish 
distortion of English, it appears clear that Doyle’s intent was that of matching an atavistic 
body with what he identified as an uncivilized mind. 
 The typical Gothic representation of the villain as an imposing presence of significant 
body size sometimes generates admixtures between the two animal metaphors: Dr. Roylott 
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(SPEC) is a “man of immense strength, and absolutely incontrollable in his anger” (p. 260), 
his face is “burned yellow with the sun”, while his “deep- set, bile-shot eyes, and his high, 
thin, fleshless nose, gave him somewhat the resemblance to a fierce old bird of prey” (p. 
264). More frequently, however, Holmes faces worthier opponents, criminals who rely on 
their cunning rather than on outbursts of violence; in these cases, the metaphoric 
identification usually centres primarily on birds of prey. Josiah Amberley, the “retired 
colourman” who diabolically punishes his wife’s infidelity (RETI), discovered by Holmes 
gives an outward show of his inner distortion: “He clawed into the air with his bony hands. 
His mouth was open, and for the instant he looked like some horrible bird of prey” (p. 1119). 
Colonel Sebastian Moran, Moriarty’s closer associate (EMPT) demonstrates a curious 
blending of “the brow of a philosopher above and the jaw of a sensualist below”; the impasse 
is overcome when looking at “his cruel blue eyes, with their drooping cynical lids, or upon 
the fierce, aggressive nose” (p. 492). Count Negretto Sylvius (MAZA), whom Holmes 
declares to be “the devil incarnate” (p. 1014), presents a “cruel, thin-lipped mouth, 
surmounted by a long, curved nose like the beak of an eagle” (p. 1015), and Colonel 
Lysander Stark’s face (ENGR) progressively sharpens into a pointy nose (p. 277).  
The effect that these restrained but pervading notes achieve can be better appreciated 
when they are considered collectively, since in singular adventures animal metaphors and 
Darwinian degenerations tend to be diluted in the fast crescendo of the detective plot. The 
criminal is expected to exhibit a distinctive appearance or a natural propensity to evil, and 
his deeds soon divert the attention from those brief brush strokes; moreover, this kind of 
profiling is also coherent with Sherlock Holmes’ scientific vocation. A general perspective 
has the virtue of emphasizing how the extensiveness of these scientific or pseudo-scientific 
validations, however aimed at classifying and normalizing forces of disruption, often obtains 
the opposite effect. The bestialization of all kinds of villain, – the mindless brute as well as 
the cunning tyrant – for instance, produces impressions that, on the whole, are not dissimilar 
from those evoked by The Island of Doctor Moreau. In the Sherlockian Canon, the boundary 
between human and animal, already blurred by the frequent comparisons put into place by 
Darwinian science, is proposed with an uncanny repetitiveness which transfers the threat 
from the isolate seclusion of the island to a menacing ordinariness. At the end of Wells’ 
novel, Prendick is no longer comfortable in the company of his fellow men, whom he now 
considers constantly on the brink of reversion; in Sherlock Holmes, the reversion seems 
complete.  
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By considering Holmes’ adventures in their entirety, moreover, it can be noticed that 
hawkish noses and sharp features are not the sole prerogative of Machiavellian villains, but 
that just as frequently, they represent a sign of aristocracy and even nobility of soul. The 
Duke of Holdernesse (PRIO); Lady X (CHAS)283; Colonel Emsworth (BLAN); Lady 
Beatrice Falder (SHOS) and Lord Bellinger (SECO) are all illustrious characters – the latter 
is, additionally, the Prime Minister – who share this kind of traits. This detail puts into 
question the reliability of this kind of taxonomic classification, and consequentially of the 
pillars of the Victorian approach to knowledge and of the sense of security that was 
associated with possessing a dependable code to read reality. The possibilities that it entails 
are far from reassuring: it either implicates that brilliant criminal minds have something 
aristocratic, or that there is something corrupt in the aristocracy. Given how Holmes defines 
his nemesis, professor Moriarty, “the Napoleon of crime” (p.471), and the frequency with 
which nobles of every rank figure as schemers and fraudsters in the Canon, both 
interpretations seem creditable. Degeneration and regression are thus unrestrainable, since 
they elude categorization and a clear identification: even the signs provided by 
anthropologists to recognize the atavistic individual transcend fixed categories and become 
equivocal. To further complicate matters, Holmes, too, is in possession of a “hawk-like nose” 
(p. 184), which in turn is but one of the physical and psychological traits that relate the 
detective and his preys. Monsters have fled the island to inhabit civilized England, and only 
a creature more akin to them than to an ordinary man can safely recognize them and 
neutralize their threat, as the next paragraph will illustrate.  
3. Criminal doubles and melancholic detectives 
In discussing Dupin and his status of archetypal detective, Kayman argues that the private 
eye and the police significantly differ in that “his methodology is designed to deal with 
precisely that which disrupts the surface of realism: the extra-ordinary.”284 The police is 
more than capable of dealing with ordinary cases, but only Dupin “possesses a different 
mastery, capable of capturing what […] cannot be captured within […] normal and 
normalizing discourses and institutions: the monster.”285 A similar perspective can 
successfully be adopted to decode the character of Sherlock Holmes, as the previous analysis 
                                                          
283 The moniker traditionally used by Sherlockians to refer to the unnamed woman who kills Charles 
Augustus Milverton.  
284 Kayman, Martin, op. cit., p. 139. 
285 Ibidem, p. 140. 
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of the Canon’s atavistic cases and criminals already indicates. Holmes’ structural traits and 
his relations to his antagonists and helpers, crafted and progressively amended to personify 
rationality and the success of scientific method, entailed unsought consequences which 
conflicted with his normalizing role.  
Holmes, as already stated, derives from his heroic stature the necessity of adequate 
opponents, with whom he shares a more than superficial similarity; this pattern emerges 
more clearly after the appearance of Professor Moriarty in FINA, which should have 
coincided with Holmes’ definitive demise. A first prototype of nemesis can be identified in 
Irene Adler, one of the four people to ever beat Holmes (FIVE), docketed in his index under 
the letter “a”, and whom he refers to as “the woman” (SCAN). Joh Clay, the “murderer, 
thief, smasher, and forger” (p. 186) that the police is desperate to apprehend in REDH, also 
possesses specific characteristics that distinguish him from the common criminal:  
“[…] His grandfather was a royal duke, and he himself has been to Eton and Oxford. His brain is as 
cunning as his fingers, and though we meet signs of him at every turn, we never know where to find 
the man himself.” […] 
“[…] I’ve had one or two little turns also with Mr. John Clay, and I agree with you that he is at the 
head of his profession.” (pp. 186-187) 
Holmes seems to respect the clever mind of his opponent, even complimenting him on 
his plan to rob a bank; moreover, Doyle is mindful to point out that this is not the first 
skirmish between the detective and the remarkable felon. After these two initial cases, 
however, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes and The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes seem to 
present criminals or criminal organizations which had no previous encounter with Sherlock, 
lacking the element of continuity which could transform them into archenemies. The advent 
of James Moriarty is thus to be interpreted as the attempt to create a villain worthy of 
Sherlock Holmes’ last case; the heroic struggle between the two being justified by Doyle’s 
intention to lay his cumbersome character to rest. FINA, the conclusive adventure of the 
Memoirs, introduces both Watson and the audience to this extraordinary figure: 
"You have probably never heard of Professor Moriarty?" said he.  
"Never."  
"Aye, there's the genius and the wonder of the thing!" he cried. "The man pervades London, and no 
one has heard of him. That's what puts him on a pinnacle in the records of crime. I tell you, Watson, 
in all seriousness, that if I could beat that man, if I could free society of him, I should feel that my 
own career had reached its summit, and I should be prepared to turn to some more placid line in life. 
[…] I could not rest, Watson, I could not sit quiet in my chair, if I thought that such a man as Professor 
Moriarty were walking the streets of London unchallenged. (p. 470) 
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The paradigmatic nature of the relationship between Holmes and Moriarty is immediately 
made clear: if Holmes embodies the forces of order and rationality, Moriarty is the 
quintessence of disruption.  
[…] His career has been an extraordinary one. He is a man of good birth and excellent education, 
endowed by nature with a phenomenal mathematical faculty. At the age of twenty-one he wrote a 
treatise upon the Binomial Theorem, which has had a European vogue. On the strength of it he won 
the Mathematical Chair at one of our smaller universities, and had, to all appearances, a most brilliant 
career before him. But the man had hereditary tendencies of the most diabolical kind. A criminal 
strain ran in his blood, which, instead of being modified, was increased and rendered infinitely more 
dangerous by his extraordinary mental powers. Dark rumors gathered round him in the university 
town, and eventually he was compelled to resign his chair and to come down to London, where he 
set up as an army coach. (pp. 470-471) 
This characterization is not altogether different from that of John Clay, were it not for one 
essential detail: the reference to heredity. Moriarty, like Holmes, possesses a brilliant mind, 
but his blood is tainted by degeneration, which channels his “extraordinary mental powers” 
towards evil, rather than towards the enrichment of society. Holmes, too, is subjected to the 
laws of heredity, but in him they acquire the opposite sign: in GREE, he proclaims that his 
“peculiar facility for deduction” (p. 435) derives in part from one of his progenitors, the 
French artist Venet, adding that “art in the blood is liable to take the strangest forms” (ivi). 
The positive influence of this artistic ancestry is confirmed shortly afterwards, when the 
reader is introduced to Holmes’ brother Mycroft, who possesses the same mental faculties 
in an even larger degree, and uses them to benefit his country: 
You are right in thinking that he is under the British government. You would also be right in a sense 
if you said that occasionally he is the British government. […] his position is unique. He has made it 
for himself. There has never been anything like it before, nor will be again. He has the tidiest and 
most orderly brain, with the greatest capacity for storing facts, of any man living. The same powers 
which I have turned to the detection of crime he has used for this particular business. The conclusion 
of every department are passed to him, and he is the central exchange, the clearing-house, which 
makes out the balance. All other men are specialists, but his specialism is omniscience. (BRUC, p. 
914) 
Mycroft and Sherlock Holmes are therefore two unique and yet similarly working minds, 
whose main role is to ensure the security of the British society one at a macroscopic, and the 
other at a microscopic level. Mycroft differs from Sherlock in that he carries out his task 
without truly interacting with the external world; while Sherlock is characterized by kinesis, 
Mycroft is the epitome of stasis, silently solving his cases from his armchair in the “Diogenes 
Club.” The legitimately unsettling detail about the profession of both men is that even if it 
is serves the greater good, it endows them with more power than a private citizen should 
normally wield. It is only their will, or their hereditary predisposition to the advancement of 
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civilization, that bestows upon them the role of guardians. Holmes theorizes in EMPT that 
this propensity towards good or evil, too, could be explained by biology:  
[…] the individual represents in his development the whole procession of his ancestors, and […] 
such a sudden turn to good or evil stands for some strong influence which came into the line of his 
pedigree. The person becomes, as it were, the epitome of the history of his own family. (p. 494) 
Medical theories concerning the possible correspondence of ontogenesis and phylogeny 
are still being debated to this day, but they usually concern physical development rather than 
the spiritual evolution suggested by Holmes, who moreover limits his genetic approach to 
family history. This attempt at levelling individuality in the perspective of an all-
encompassing evolutionary law on the one hand normalizes criminal behaviour as a 
biological feature which could, in time, come to be understood and removed; on the other 
hand, it revokes free will. The path of Moriarty, first a prominent lecturer and researcher and 
then head of the criminal organization which runs London, is indeed replicated in all of 
Holmes’ subsequent great adversaries: Stapleton, the atavistic naturalist, used to run a 
school, for instance. Colonel Moran was an “honourable soldier” (EMPT, p. 494) before 
becoming Moriarty’s right-hand man, and Charles Augustus Milverton, one of the most 
repulsive characters in the Holmesian Canon, “is a genius in his way, and would have made 
his mark in some more savoury trade” (CHAS, p. 572).  
Moriarty as a matter of fact functions as the exact opposite of both Holmes brothers, and 
encompasses all of their qualities in a specular image:  
 As you are aware, Watson, there is no one who knows the higher criminal world of London so well 
as I do. For years past I have continually been conscious of some power behind the malefactor, some 
deep organizing power which forever stands in the way of the law, and throws its shield over the 
wrong-doer. Again and again in cases of the most varying sorts—forgery cases, robberies, murders—
I have felt the presence of this force, and I have deduced its action in many of those undiscovered 
crimes in which I have not been personally consulted. For years I have endeavored to break through 
the veil which shrouded it, and at last the time came when I seized my thread and followed it, until 
it led me, after a thousand cunning windings, to ex-Professor Moriarty of mathematical celebrity. He 
is the Napoleon of crime, Watson. He is the organizer of half that is evil and of nearly all that is 
undetected in this great city. He is a genius, a philosopher, an abstract thinker. He has a brain of the 
first order. He sits motionless, like a spider in the center of its web, but that web has a thousand 
radiations, and he knows well every quiver of each of them. He does little himself. He only plans. 
But his agents are numerous and splendidly organized. Is there a crime to be done, a paper to be 
abstracted, we will say, a house to be rifled, a man to be removed—the word is passed to the 
Professor, the matter is organized and carried out. […] This was the organization which I deduced, 
Watson, and which I devoted my whole energy to exposing and breaking up. But the Professor was 
fenced round with safeguards so cunningly devised that, do what I would, it seemed impossible to 
get evidence which would convict in a court of law. You know my powers, my dear Watson, and yet 
at the end of three months I was forced to confess that I had at last met an antagonist who was my 
intellectual equal. My horror at his crimes was lost in my admiration at his skill. (p. 471) 
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As it happens, Moriarty reciprocates Sherlock’s feelings: during a visit to the detective’s 
lodgings, he observes that “it has been an intellectual treat to me to see the way in which you 
have grappled with this affair, and I say, unaffectedly, that it would be a grief to me to be 
forced to take any extreme measure” (p. 472). After having delineated such an epic contrast 
between two brilliant minds, one consecrated to social order and the other to disruption, 
Doyle perhaps sought to scale down the prominence and begrudging respect that he had 
conferred to the figure of the criminal; hence Sherlock’s biological assessment in EMPT. 
The other possible interpretation is more disquieting: Holmes and Moriarty derive 
essentially from the same matrix, that of the man of genius; their morals stem not from an 
exertion of ethic judgement, but from a genetic tampering.  
If Sherlock finds his equivalent double in his brother Mycroft, Moriarty is his negative: 
the image of the spider, for instance, is later employed in CARD, where the detective is said 
to “lie in the very centre of five millions of people, with his filaments stretching out and 
running through them, responsive to every little rumour or suspicion of unsolved crime” (p. 
888). His profession, moreover, exactly mirrors Sherlock’s: he is a private consultant, but 
his efforts are devoted to the enabling of crime, rather than to its eradication. Even their 
methods are not dissimilar: like Vidocq, Holmes’ weapons of choice frequently mimic those 
of his opponents. Almost every single adventure comprises one of his signature disguises, 
which are so convincing that even Watson is unable to recognize him; he cooperates in at 
least one case with one of Moriarty’s accomplices (VALL) and is perfectly at ease in the 
London’s underworld.286 His expertise, furthermore, includes burglary, an expedient to 
which he recurs not only with frequency, but also with evident pleasure:  
With a glow of admiration I watched Holmes unrolling his case of instruments and choosing his tool 
with the calm, scientific accuracy of a surgeon who performs a delicate operation. I knew that the 
opening of safes was a particular hobby with him, and I understood the joy which it gave him to be 
confronted with this green and gold monster, the dragon which held in its maw the reputations of 
many fair ladies. (CHAS, p. 578) 
Analogies in their conduct are only a fraction of the unnerving similarities between 
Holmes and Moriarty. The comparison between the physical description of the detective and 
his archenemy is particularly telling: 
In height he was rather over six feet, and 
so excessively lean that he seemed to be 
considerably taller. His eyes were sharp 
and piercing, save during those intervals 
 
His appearance was quite familiar to me. 
He is extremely tall and thin, his 
forehead domes out in a white curve, and 
his two eyes are deeply sunken in his 
                                                          
286 Cf. TWIS, in which Holmes passes himself off as a semi-unconscious opium addict to monitor a 
disreputable opium den in one of London’s worst areas.  
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of torpor to which I have alluded; and his 
thin, hawk-like nose gave his whole 
expression an air of alertness and 
decision. His chin, too, had the 
prominence and squareness which mark 
the man of determination (STUD, p. 20) 
 
“You interest me very much, Mr. 
Holmes. I had hardly expected so 
dolichocephalic a skull or such well-
marked supra-orbital 
development”  (HOUN, p. 672) 
head. He is clean-shaven, pale, and 
ascetic-looking, retaining something of 
the professor in his features. His 
shoulders are rounded from much study, 
and his face protrudes forward, and is 
forever slowly oscillating from side to 
side in a curiously reptilian fashion. He 
peered at me with great curiosity in his 
puckered eyes. (FINA, p. 472) 
 
Lombrosian allusions once again guide the interpretation of the two portrayals: piercing 
eyes, in Moriarty’s case criminally sunken, are paired with an abnormally developed skull, 
a trait generally associated with men of genius, while criminals, according to Lombroso, 
were usually distinguished by a small forehead.287 In addition to that, while the usual 
description of the criminal in the Canon tends to correspond to that of the traditional Gothic 
villain – swarthy, imposing, sometimes even corpulent, with an irascible temperament – 
Moriarty, as Holmes’ counterpart, exhibits the same lean frame of the detective.  
Two other features, however, are worth discussing in detail to better comprehend how 
Holmes’ traits can uncannily evoke both positive and negative connotations. The first is the 
animal metaphor: as previously pointed out, to endow Sherlock with a “hawk-like” nose is 
to place him in the ambiguous hybrid category of aristocrats and clever criminals. This image 
nevertheless acquires an additional undertone when paralleled with Moriarty’s reptilian 
features. The metaphoric system of animal associations employed by Lombroso naturally 
adopts the traditionally negative connotation attributed to snakes; Moriarty, outwardly a 
respectable professor and secretly the head of a criminal organization, is coherently 
assimilated to the most deceitful animal. Yet the contrast between reptiles and birds of prey 
is also deeply rooted in mythology, where the solar hawk or eagle is often placed against the 
chthonian snake. More specifically, in a vast array of folkloric tales – Greek, Norse, Indian, 
Native American (Cherokee) and many others – the bird of prey is the representative of 
order, while the reptile is an emanation of chaos. By using this parallel, then, Doyle 
reinforces the epic background of the conflict between Holmes and Moriarty, consistently 
with Holmes’ designated role of guardian of society. Like all epic rivalries, however, this 
mortal enmity has the effect of enhancing the similarities between the two titanic figures, so 
that the detective ends up resembling his opponent more than the people he protects. Holmes’ 
“powers” are initially ineffective against Moriarty, because he is able to counteract with 
                                                          
287 See Lombroso, Cesare, L’uomo Criminale. 
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equal weapons. The professor, for instance, seems impossibly omniscient: where Sherlock 
employs modern technology and a band of invisible informers, the “Baker Street 
Irregulars,”288 he takes advantage of his criminal network. He is also able to duplicate 
Sherlock’s omnipresence, both by the use of associates and of the railway system: with the 
help of Moran, he follows Sherlock’s traces to Switzerland and inescapably traps him, 
appearing when he is least expected. Colonel Moran, moreover, is the exact counterpart of 
Watson: he has served in the army, and in tropical countries; a keen hunter, he acts for the 
thrill of the chase – a trait that Watson may try to suppress, but that, as SIGN illustrates, 
inevitably emerges in his adventures with Holmes.  
The other noteworthy element, once again tinged with Lombrosian concepts, that links 
Moriarty and Holmes is associated with both men’s posture: Moriarty’s shoulders are 
described as crouched for the long time that he devotes to study, and the image evokes the 
pose that Sherlock assumes when thinking, which is almost certainly derived from the 
iconography of the “thinker”. Curled up in a chair, usually with his elbows sitting on his 
thighs, sometimes even in foetal positon, the detective probably reminds the modern reader 
of Auguste Rodin’s bronze sculpture Le Penseur (1880-1904). The resemblance is with all 
probability unintentional, but this by no means entails that it is also casual. Le Penseur is 
indeed inspired by a lesser-known marble statue, Il Penseroso by Michelangelo, the central 
element of the sculptural group which adorns the Tomb of Lorenzo di Piero dè Medici in the 
Medici Chapels, Florence. Il Penseroso, lost in thought with an elbow resting on his thigh 
and his chin laying on his hand, is the visual representation of the Renaissance melancholic, 
one of the central figures of humanistic philosophy. In Hippocratic medicine and Galenic 
psychology, melancholy was one of the four humours which influenced a man’s disposition 
and health; it was associated with “black bile” and with the planet Saturn, and produced a 
sad, lethargic temperament.289 During the Renaissance, this notion assumed broader, more 
positive connotations after the publication of De triplici vita by Marsilio Ficino (1489) and 
De occulta philosophia libri tres by Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa (1531-1533), which dealt 
with the Pseudo-Aristotelian Problems, section XXX.  
This specific problem revalued the melancholic humour to make it the temperament of 
great men, by identifying environmental conditions which could act either favourably or 
                                                          
288 Street children who, like Dickens’ orphans in Oliver Twist or Barrie’s Lost Boys, demonstrate an 
unsettling combination of adult and child-like traits. Holmes employs them to acquire information when he 
does not trust that a disguise would suffice in maintaining his anonymity, or when his presence is required 
elsewhere.   
289 Yates, Frances, op.cit., p. 60. 
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unfavourably upon black bile. To enable the serene expression of genius, the melancholy 
humour had to rest at an average temperature; temperature leaps produced undesired effects: 
“if black bile is too cold the resulting melancholia is one of dullness, and too hot brings about 
melancholic mania.”290 The ambivalence of the melancholic intellectual is increased by 
additional specifications: the amount of black bile normally present in the melancholic 
subject, for instance, assumes a prominent role in his development, since a small quantity 
has barely noticeable effects, but in too vast extent, this humour produces madness rather 
than genius: 
[…] even a well-attempered melancholy was constantly in danger of turning into an actual illness, 
either through a temporary increase in the quantity of bile already present, or above all through the 
influence of heat or cold on the temperature of the bile. Even the gifted melancholic walked a narrow 
path between two abysses; it was expressly stated that if he did not take care he would easily fall into 
melancholy sickness, would be afflicted with overwhelming depression […] and fits of terror or else 
of recklessness.291 
Finally, an element of significance resides in how “the site of black bile lies near the seat 
of reason,”292 so that certain melancholic individuals are “prone to trances and ecstasies like 
the Sibyls and soothsayers, or those poets who only produce good work when in an 
ecstasy.”293 The ascetic look in the melancholic genius’ eyes is then a consequence of this 
peculiar inspiration, an intellectual concentration which produces prophecies as well as 
works of art. Since black bile is present in greater or lesser concentrations in everyone, the 
melancholic individual is also at the same time ordinary and extraordinary: 
The normal man certain1y was liable to melancholy diseases, but these diseases would then be merely 
temporary disturbances with no psychical significance, having no lasting effect on his mental 
constitution. The natural melancholic, however, even when perfectly well, possessed a quite special 
"ethos", which, however it chose to manifest itself, made him fundamentally and permanently 
different from "ordinary" men; he was, as it were, normally abnormal.294 
The relevance of this concept to Doyle’s Canon is connected to the interpretation that 
Lombroso gave of it in his treatise Genio e follia (1864): quoting from the Pseudo-Aristotle, 
Lombroso reaffirmed the connection between genius and madness, and added his own 
observations on the debate. He believed, for instance, that barometric and temperature 
oscillation could influence the work of brilliant minds, mentioning Diderot, Galvani, Goethe 
and many others in support of the positive influence of warm climates on creative work. He 
also observed a correlation between genius and alienation, in a vast array of men of science, 
                                                          
290 Bowring, Jacky, A Field Guide to Melancholy,  Harpenden, Oldcastle Books, 2008, p. 34. 
291 Ibidem, p. 32. 
292 Ivi. 
293 Ivi. 
294 Ibidem, p. 30. 
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philosophy and literature and what he perceived to be their deviant behaviours; in addition 
to that, he noted that such individuals tended to exhibit large craniums and atypical frames, 
being either quite stout or rather thin. More importantly, he recognized the excessive 
sensitivity of brilliant minds, suggesting a possible cause with his “legge di dinamismo e di 
proporzione,”295 according to which a considerable exertion of mental faculties engenders a 
subsequent relaxation of equal entity.296 To paraphrase, after a brilliant mind is called to 
perform a strenuous effort it will as a consequence cede for a time to depression, lethargy or 
extreme states of exaltation.  In conclusion of his treatise, Lombroso presents a series of 
traits which characterize the “alienated genius”, again providing famous examples as 
validation. These traits include: a sharp perception of one’s own potential, leading to a lack 
of humility; the abuse of drugs or narcotics; “reproductive anomalies”- an unrestrainable lust 
or strict celibacy; a constant drive to travel; a capacity for pioneering discoveries, especially 
in science; an exceptional focus which can border on fixation and, finally, the alternation of 
states of excitement with others of apathy.297 
Both Holmes and Moriarty exhibit many traits which can point to their identification as 
melancholic geniuses: a sometimes vacant, ascetic look which preludes to brilliant 
elucubrations; the typical posture of the melancholic intellectual, or hints of it; a somewhat 
disproportionate skull and a lean frame. They are both bachelors, and Holmes appears to live 
a life of celibacy (nothing is known of Moriarty’s habits in this field); their unusual 
concentration does at times verge on obsession, as their fixation with one another 
demonstrates. Their mental faculties and lines of reasoning, too, are unequivocally 
coincident, so much so that in their brief but meaningful encounter, few words need to pass 
between them: 
"'You evidently don't know me,' said he.  
"'On the contrary,' I answered, 'I think it is fairly evident that I do. Pray take a chair. I can spare you 
five minutes if you have anything to say.'  
"'All that I have to say has already crossed your mind,' said he.  
"'Then possibly my answer has crossed yours,' I replied.  
"'You stand fast?'  
"'Absolutely.' (p. 472) 
 
The implicit suggestion that once again emerges from these points of contact between the 
two men, is that their fundamental nature is not as radically different as the sides that they 
take in relation to society would lead to believe. Holmes is not an ordinary man, and even if 
                                                          
295 Lombroso, Cesare, Genio e follia, Milano, Gaetano Brigola, 1872, p. 17. 
296 Ivi. 
297 Ibidem, pp. 98-115. 
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his extraordinary qualities could be explained by science – assuming that Lombroso’s 
theories are to be considered scientific – they nevertheless give rise to dangerous 
implications. Romantic and fin de siècle Gothic had already blurred the line between hero 
and villain, creating both Faustian protagonists, melancholically in search of unattainable 
answers, and uncanny guardians who, like professor Van Helsing, conform more to the 
villainous type of the outcast than to the conventional righteous hero. Sherlock Holmes fits 
into the trend of the end of the century by avoiding easy categorizations, despite his hyper 
rational frame of reference. No matter how often he encourages Watson to apply his method, 
for instance, his associate always spectacularly fails to draw the exact inferences, confirming 
that the “method” is in truth entirely dependent on the detective’s  brilliant brain, and as 
such, not suitable for universalization – thus, not so scientific. The source of Sherlock’s 
powers, then, is just as untraceable as those of Dracula – if we exclude heredity, that is, 
which nevertheless harbours its own eerie consequences.  
The discourse on the humanity and wholesomeness of Holmes, moreover, ultimately 
transcends his relationship with his nemesis. Moriarty has already encroached the field of 
criminality, but it is Sherlock, despite his heroic stature, who fits better the profile of the 
liminal melancholic genius, possibly because Watson provides a large amount of 
information on his friend’s disposition and habits, as if he were indeed a medical case. 
 His well-documented addiction to cocaine and morphine, already one of the traits 
identified by Lombroso, serves another “melancholic” purpose, that of relieving his 
hyperactive mind when no interesting case is occupying it:  
My mind […] rebels at stagnation. Give me problems, give me work, give me the most abstruse 
cryptogram, or the most intricate analysis, and I am in my own proper atmosphere. I can dispense 
then with artificial stimulants. But I abhor the dull routine of existence. I crave for mental exaltation” 
(SIGN, pp. 89-90).  
In MISS, Watson expresses his concern about Holmes’ possible relapse into his 
dangerous addiction, also giving insight on how the detective’s mind reacts to stagnation: 
Things had indeed been very slow with us, and I had learned to dread such periods of inaction, for I 
knew by experience that my companion's brain was so abnormally active that it was dangerous to 
leave it without material upon which to work. For years I had gradually weaned him from that drug 
mania which had threatened once to check his remarkable career. Now I knew that under ordinary 
conditions he no longer craved for this artificial stimulus, but I was well aware that the fiend was not 
dead but sleeping, and I have known that the sleep was a light one and the waking near when in 
periods of idleness I have seen the drawn look upon Holmes's ascetic face, and the brooding of his 
deep-set and inscrutable eyes. (p. 622) 
“Ordinary conditions” translate, for Holmes, into a constant dedication to his cases or his 
scientific experiments, which more often than not border on the alchemic:  
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Holmes had been seated for some hours in silence with his long, thin back curved over a chemical 
vessel in which he was brewing a particular malodorous product. His head was sunk upon his breast, 
and he looked from my point of view like a strange, lank bird, with dull gray plumage and a black 
top-knot. (DANC, p. 511) 
The ascetic look, idle disposition and alchemic undertones correspond more to the 
humanistic model of melancholic intellectual than to Lombroso’s expansion on it, but the 
criminal anthropologist’s notes on “dinamismo e proporzione” evidently shape Holmes’ 
behaviour in many of his adventures. The states of exaltation that new, engaging cases 
produce in the detective’s mind are soon counterbalanced by lethargy or restlessness: in 
MUSG, Watson famously notes that in one of his “queer humours”, Holmes had sat in his 
armchair “with his hair-trigger and a hundred Boxer cartridges and proceeded to adorn the 
opposite wall with a patriotic V.R. done in bullet-pocks” (p. 386). At times, Doyle employs 
Sherlock’s conditions of apathy or nervous distress as a narrative device to introduce a new 
case: the faithful Watson coaxes his friend into a quiet country retreat, only to witness the 
relaxing vacation turn into a new, gruesome case. Both REIG and DEVI make use of this 
device:  
Even his iron constitution […] had broken down under the strain of an investigation which had 
extended over two months, during which period he had never worked less than fifteen hours a day 
and had more than once, as he assured me, kept to his task for five days at a stretch. […] I found him 
a pray to the blackest depression. Even the knowledge that he had succeeded where the police of 
three countries had failed, and that he had outmanoeuvred at every point the most accomplished 
swindler in Europe, was insufficient to rouse him from his nervous prostration. (REIG, p. 398) 
 
It was […] in the spring of the year 1897 that Holmes’s iron constitution showed some symptoms of 
giving way in the face of constant work of the most exacting kind, aggravated, perhaps, by occasional 
indiscretions of his own. In March of that year Dr. Moore Agar […] gave positive injunctions that 
the famous private agent lay aside all his cases and surrender himself to complete rest if he wished 
to avert an absolute breakdown. The state of his health was not a matter in which he himself took the 
faintest interest, for his mental detachment was absolute, but he was induced at last, on the threat of 
being permanently disqualified from work, to give himself a complete change of scene and air. 
(DEVI, p. 955) 
Both incipits are careful to present this reaction as somewhat unusual, a break in Holmes’ 
“iron constitution” provoked by the intensity of specific cases or periods of extraordinary 
exertion; references to the detective’s “black,” incurable depression, to his ascetic 
detachment and to nervous breakdown all reinforce the parallel with Lombroso’s 
melancholic genius. Further evidence of Doyle’s adoption of this theory in shaping the 
character of Holmes is to be identified in Holmes’ sudden mood swings: in Genio e follia, 
Lombroso maintained that the alienated genius’s alterations between apathy and excitement 
were not always triggered by a strenuous effort, but were rather the natural disposition of an 
overloaded mind – here residing the difference between a “normal” genius and a melancholic 
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one.298 In PRIO, Watson notes accordingly that Holmes’ excitement during the chase 
contrasts sharply with his previous mood: “His eyes shone, and his cheek was flushed with 
the exhilaration of the master workman who sees his work lie ready before him. A very 
different Holmes, this active, alert man, from the introspective and pallid dreamer of Baker 
Street.” (p. 547). A predatory metaphor which often describes Holmes, that of a hound, 
introduces a similar concept in BRUC: 
His eager face still wore that expression of intense and highstrung energy, which showed me that 
some novel and suggestive circumstance had opened up a stimulating line of thought. See the 
foxhound with hanging ears and drooping tail as it lolls about the kennels, and compare it with the 
same hound as, with gleaming eyes and straining muscles, it runs upon a breast-high scent -such was 
the change in Holmes since the morning. He was a different man from the limp and lounging figure 
in the mousecoloured dressing-gown who had prowled so restlessly only a few hours before round 
the fog-girt room. (p. 920) 
Hounds are distinctly ambivalent creatures in the Canon – at times they are invaluable 
helpers, like the infamous Toby in SIGN, and at others murderous enablers of the criminals’ 
plans, as in HOUN or COPP – so that Holmes’ identification with one299 in his moments of 
excitement eschews entirely positive connotations. Since Lombroso considered the 
melancholic genius as a liminal mind, suspended between the brilliant and the deranged, 
however, the comparison seems only fitting. Sherlock himself is certainly aware of his own 
inherent duality, as the conclusive paragraph of SIGN proves: 
"[...] But you look weary." 
"Yes, the reaction is already upon me. I shall be as limp as a rag for a week." 
"Strange," said I, "how terms of what in another man I should call laziness alternate with your fits of 
splendid energy and vigor." 
"Yes," he answered, "there are in me the makings of a very fine loafer and also of a pretty spry sort 
of fellow. I often think of those lines of old Goethe: 
“Schade dass die Natur nur einen Mensch aus dir schuf, Denn zum würdigen Mann war und zum 
Schelmen der Stoff. (pp. 157-158) 
It is only in Sherlock Holmes’ final adventures, however, that Doyle provides clear, 
unequivocal indications about his creature’s disposition: in MAZA, significantly one of the 
two Holmesian adventures to be written by a third person narrator, a page is employed to 
“fill up the gap of loneliness and isolation which surrounded the saturnine figure of the great 
detective” (p. 1012). The introductory line in RETI, Holmes’ last adventures, similarly 
recites: “Sherlock Holmes was in a melancholy and philosophic mood that morning. His 
alert practical nature was subject to such reactions.” (p. 1113).  
                                                          
298 Ibidem, pp. 114-115. 
299 Quite frequent in the Canon, recurring in SCAN (p. 161); BOSC (p. 211); SPEC (p. 267); EMPT (p. 488); 
MISS (p. 633); SECO (p. 661); BRUC (p. 920) and  BLAN (p. 1007).    
146 
  
Victorian and, later, Edwardian society idolized scientists and the scientific culture, but 
strongly feared and condemned deviant behaviours and madness in particular, as 
demonstrated by the focus on this theme in Sensation fiction and fin de siècle Gothic. 
Sherlock Holmes, the infallible detective that Watson often compares to a precision tool 
which never fails to deliver the required solution, clearly aspires to represent the logical, 
scientific mind untainted by spiritualist or supernatural shadows. Underneath this adamant 
surface, however, lies the liminality that characterizes the Gothic genre: the melancholic 
intellectual is constantly on the cusp between genius and madness, asceticism and practical 
discoveries, the “normal” and the “criminal”. The upright Victorian culture had then elected 
as its guardian and hero one of those problematic individuals that it usually marginalized. If 
Holmes never fails to deliver the correct verdict, he indeed possesses an ethic system which 
at times diverges from his country’s laws: in frequent cases, the criminal is left unjudged by 
the institutional law because the detective acts as judge, applying his own set of morals. Is 
he truly protecting society, then, if he is unable to comply with its law? If he can empathize 
with criminals rather than with victims, prioritizing for instance revenge over just 
punishment, his mentality certainly deviates from normal, legitimate conventions; like a 
hound attacking a wolf, he indeed resembles more his adversary than the sheep he protects.  
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V. Reinterpreting uncanny spaces 
 
One of the most prominent elements of disturbance in Gothic tales is the organisation of 
spaces. 18th-century Gothic and Romantic Gothic abided by a centrifugal structuring which 
privileged exotic countries such as Italy, Spain or Germany over domestic settings, thus 
confining the threat in safe, remote places. Sensation novels and fin de siècle Gothic, on the 
contrary, preferred for the most part a centripetal outlook in which the deviant subject acted 
from within the national borders. In some cases, like in The Picture of Dorian Gray or The 
Woman in White, the element of danger comes from within English society; more often, 
however, it is imported from a less civilized “outside”. To internalize the threat was to 
recognize one of the greatest fears of the late Victorian frame of mind: that disruptive, 
contagious individuals, like the vampire or the atavistic colonial subject, could act upon its 
apparent cohesiveness and reveal it for what it was - a fabrication and nothing more.  
The Holmesian Canon is generally understood to adhere to the second perspective: the 
criminals that the detective fights are generally British or colonial citizens, and the setting 
alternates between London and the English countryside – while Watson often hints at 
Sherlock’s travelling habits, he records only two forays in a foreign country, FINA and 
LADY, both of which are partially set in Switzerland. Yet a more accurate analysis reveals 
that Doyle, a historical fiction enthusiast, employed instead a hybrid approach in which 
centrifugal and centripetal forces coexist. Critical approaches largely dismiss as an ingenuity 
the American excursus in STUD, which suddenly transports the reader in the remote Utah 
some twenty years before the main action of the novel. To read this feature as the stylistic 
faux pas of a yet immature author is to purposely ignore its recurrence in Sherlock Holmes’ 
adventures; not only it is exactly replicated in VALL (1915) – the subplot is set in North 
America, and the religious cult is substituted with a criminal masonic lodge –, but a wide 
range of the detective’s cases are similarly organized. Specifically, Doyle’s strategy is to 
create a mystery based on a past criminal deed which took place in a foreign country, or to 
employ a criminal – generally a murderer or a forger – hailing from one of Britain’s colonies 
or, with less frequency, America. In this way, he is able to break the Aristotelian unity of 
space while maintaining a fluid interchange between past and present, centrifugal and 
centripetal motions. This structure naturally reflects the preoccupation of his age with a 
fragmented identity: the colonial enterprise threatened the monolithic quality of late 
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Victorian culture, and the approaching world conflict strained Britain’s relationships with 
the other European states.  
The sense of insecurity generated by these sources of instability pervades both the city 
and the countryside, rendering them equally menacing and potentially unsafe; the instance 
forwarded by Gothic parodies, that irrationality has no place in civilized Britain, is then 
dangerously challenged. Doyle manifestly reprises this notion in more than one adventure: 
“We are in a civilized land here, and we can’t have tomfoolery of this kind”, states the father 
of Holmes’ client in FIVE, just before being murdered by the Ku Klux Klan (p. 222). Henry 
Baskerville, unable to conciliate his pragmatic attitude with the mystery shrouding the family 
mansion, notes: “I seem to have wandered right into the thick of a dime novel” (p. 688); in 
SUSS, the distraught husband of the “Sussex Vampire” complains that “We had thought it 
was some wild tale of foreign parts. And yet here in the very heart of the English Sussex – ” 
(p. 1036). Holmes himself while dispelling the shadow of the monstrous creature remarks 
that “The idea of a vampire was to me absurd.  Such things do not happen in criminal practice 
in England” (p. 1043) and in RETI he comments on the murderer’s character by saying that 
“He has, to a degree, the sort of mind that one associates with the mediaeval Italian nature 
rather than with the modern Briton” (p. 1120). Frequent notations of this sort are entirely 
coherent with Doyle’s apologetic attitude, which tended to justify to the excess any departure 
from stark rationality; they indeed denounce his fear of being accused of sensationalism or, 
even worse, of Gothicism. Yet they often tend to achieve the opposite effect: by pointing out 
the pervasiveness of crime in all kinds of locations, they limit the process of neutralization 
that the solution of the mystery should put into place; moreover, they call the attention to the 
coexistence of foreigners and “Britons”, a factor that Doyle’s readers probably wished to 
forget.  
Sherlock Holmes, as a liminal character, has the ability of moving across a wide range of 
places and people, thus putting them in connection with one another: a proper “man of the 
crowd,” he observes the multitude without truly being part of it. His adventures encompass 
traditional Gothic loci, like the crumbling castle or the labyrinthine mansion, as well as the 
fin de siècle stage par excellence, the dark, nocturnal, foggy London and its hybrid 
inhabitants. At the same time, these conventional settings are reinterpreted to acknowledge 
the pressing reality of the social transformations that the Empire had engendered, an anxiety 
that the Canon wishes to repress, but that emerges violently by the juxtaposition of the 
Gothic French, Italian and German villains with American, Australian, Indian or tropical 
ones.  
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1. Moors, ruins and bleak mansions: “classic” Gothic settings 
The figure of Sherlock Holmes is typically – and mostly accurately – associated with 
London, just as Dupin is identified with Paris. Quite often in his adventures, however, 
London is just the starting point of a case that, via railway, brings Watson and Holmes to 
investigate the apparently serene British countryside. This kind of ancestral space is typified 
in two different ways: sometimes, the tranquillity and beauty of the setting contrasts with 
the heinous crime that the detective is called to solve; more often, a dark, gloomy atmosphere 
and atavistic references reinforce the sense of impending catastrophe constructed by the 
mystery. GLOR, Holmes’ first case, is set in a peaceful, modern country house: 
[…] an old-fashioned, widespread, oak-beamed brick building, with a fine lime-lined avenue leading 
up to it. There was excellent wild-duck shooting in the fens, remarkably good fishing, a small but 
select library […] and a tolerable cook, so that he would be a fastidious man who could not put in a 
pleasant month there. (p. 374) 
This comfortable retreat is unsuspectedly the set of a terrible blackmail which threatens 
to taint with scandal the respectable family which inhabits it. Similarly, the abduction of an 
innocent governess for matrimonial purposes described in SOLI takes place near a heath 
“covered with golden patches of flowering gorse, gleaming magnificently in the light of the 
bright spring sunshine.” (p. 530); to reach Boscombe Valley, the site of a terrible murder, 
Holmes and Watson travel through “the beautiful Stroud Valley, […] over the broad 
gleaming Severn” and find themselves in the “pretty little country-town of Ross” (BOSC, p. 
207). Deep Dene House, in which the malignant Oldacre fashions a fake murder scene, to 
Watson is “just […] a suburban villa” like any other (NORW, p. 505), and the “quiet country 
house” in LAST is truly the “centre of half the mischief in Europe” (p. 972), the base of 
operations of a German spy.  Only in SPEC, which Doyle ranked as his favourite of 
Sherlock’s adventures,300 these hints find an explicit articulation: 
At Waterloo we were fortunate in catching a train for Leatherhead, where we hired a trap at the 
station inn and drove for four or five miles through the lovely Surrey lanes. It was a perfect day, with 
a bright sun and a few fleecy clouds in the heavens. The trees and wayside hedges were just throwing 
out their first green shoots, and the air was full of the pleasant smell of the moist earth. To me at least 
there was a strange contrast between the sweet promise of the spring and this sinister quest upon 
which we were engaged. (p. 265) 
To contrast a gruesome murder or a grotesque mystery with lovely surroundings was 
nonetheless a risky and potentially counterproductive tactic: the late Victorian quest for truth 
was guided by taxonomical approaches which relied heavily on exterior evidence. 
                                                          
300 Lycett, Andrew, op. cit., p. 420.  
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Observation, the fundamental act of scientific enterprise, when mixed with a certain degree 
of bias and provincialism gave rise to pseudo-scientific responses, like for instance criminal 
anthropology’s creation of the “born criminal” and its identification of “deviant” somatic 
traits. The kalokagathia that those approaches more or less purposefully fostered is reflected 
in the almost spasmodic need to single out precise physical indications which could, when 
classified, provide a definite system of reference to interpret reality. Holmes’ entire method 
is based on observation and on the premise that facts, once correctly catalogued, inevitably 
point to one correct solution and one alone: hence his often repeated mantra, “Eliminate all 
other factors, and the one which remains must be the truth.” (SIGN, p. 92).301 The underlying 
assumption is that facts are incontrovertible, that there can be only one “right”, truthful 
interpretation, which will naturally prevail over the incorrect ones if the clues are considered 
in the proper order.  
Degeneration theory, moreover, also profoundly influenced the perception of spaces by 
advancing the argument that the environment guides the development of the individual, 
reinforcing the equation between gloomy, decaying areas or buildings and deviant 
personalities. The description of the urban landscape in Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde reflects this perspective: while Jekyll’s respectable Victorian house bears the outward 
signs of wealth and civilization, Hyde dwells in a squalid construction immersed in a thick 
brown fog, and surrounded by a disreputable neighborhood. The Gothic tradition of 
moldering castles, mysterious ruins and isolated mansions, never truly abandoned by virtue 
of its powerful visual impact and efficiency in creating tension, was instead the logical model 
of reference for country-side settings. The alienating effect created by the discrepancy 
between a solar, unperturbed landscape and a crime to be solved ultimately clashed with a 
culture which sought to identify clear physical signs of deviance in both people and the 
environment in which they lived. Sherlock Holmes and his apparently rational, scientific 
method shine at their brightest when immersed in the dark, dreary atmosphere of one of 
those “dime novels” to which Doyle so contemptuously refers in HOUN; this is possibly the 
reason why Gothic locations abound in his adventures, though this forces the poor Watson 
to constantly defend himself against the accusation of romanticizing his accounts of the 
events.  
Isolated houses surrounded by woods are a recurrent item in the Canon, and are often put 
in relation with Gothic tropes like female confinement, dispossession and revenge. In SPEC, 
                                                          
301 The same concept is phrased again in SIGN, p. 111; and in BERY, p. 315; HOUN, p. 687; BRUC, p. 926; 
and BLAN, p. 1011. 
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for instance, Stoke Moran, the Roylott’s ancestral home, stands out like a grey speck amidst 
the lovely Surrey countryside:  
A heavily timbered park stretched up in a gentle slope, thickening into a grove at the highest point. 
From amid the branches there jutted out the gray gables and high roof-tree of a very old mansion. 
[…] The building was of a gray, lichen-blotted stone, with a high central portion and two curving 
wings, like the claws of a crab, thrown out on each side. In one of these wings the windows were 
broken and blocked with wooden boards, while the roof was partly caved in, a picture of ruin. (p. 
266) 
Additional details provided by Miss Helen Stoner confirm the dreadful state of isolation 
and abandonment of the estate: her stepfather, Dr. Roylott, “had no friends at all save the 
wandering gypsies, and he would give these vagabonds leave to encamp upon the few acres 
of bramble-covered land which represent the family estate” (p. 260). The crumbling, 
unwelcoming mansion surrounded by brambles and woods is perfectly suitable to host the 
Gothic inheritance plot that the nefarious villain, Dr. Roylott, unleashes upon his 
stepdaughters. The outward decline of the residence is contrasted with its modern, 
comfortable interiors, especially the “homely little room” in which the victims sleep and 
where the murder takes place (p. 267). Another ancient residence, crumbling on the outside 
but comfortably renovated on the inside, is surrounded by woods and shrubs which its owner 
leaves in the hands of bands of gypsies: it is Castle Dracula, the Transylvanian residence of 
the monstrous Count. Five years separate SPEC (1892) and Dracula (1897), but the 
similarity in the characterization of the villains’ lairs at least encourages a “Gothic” reading 
of Doyle’s story. The night in which Helen’s sister dies is equally evocative:  
I could not sleep that night. A vague feeling of impending misfortune impressed me. […]It was a 
wild night. The wind was howling outside, and the rain was beating and splashing against the 
window. Suddenly, amid all the hubbub of the gale, there burst forth the wild scream of a terrified 
woman. (p. 262) 
The trope of the persecuted maiden, complete with a patriarchal tyrant, a terrible sleepless 
night and an ominous cry, is here transported from Otranto or Gascoigne to the quiet Surrey, 
confirming the grotesque promises of the Gothic house. The setting is then entirely coherent 
with the plot, an inheritance scheme devised when the girl announces her intention to marry 
a man of her choice. COPP follows the same pattern of correspondences: the Copper 
Beeches, “a large square block of a house, whitewashed, but all stained and streaked with 
damp and bad weather” (p. 324) conceals an imprisoned woman and her father’s plan to rob 
her of her inheritance. The Gothic dungeon, already replaced by the attic in Jane Eyre, is 
here transformed in a forbidden wing of the country house, which the resourceful governess 
under Holmes’ safeguard daringly explores. Once more, this scene is modelled after an array 
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of Gothic heroines who, by candlelight or under the risk of arousing the villain’s suspicion, 
set out to investigate a suspicious or hostile location. The adventure is concluded by the 
tyrant’s death, which like in SPEC is brought about by a vicious animal that the villain had 
intended to use against his victim – in this case, it is a famished guard dog, while in SPEC 
the culprit was a “swamp adder”, an exotic viper of Doyle’s creation. In both cases, the beast 
was kept in a recondite area of the house, animating it with its sinister sounds and awakening 
a sense of impending danger in the heroines’ “womanly instincts”.  
In THOR, a governess is once again the protagonist of the case, and the danger is located 
within the isolated house: the girl is framed for the murder of her employer’s wife, in what 
Holmes discovers to be a complex suicidal plan fuelled by the victim’s (warranted) jealousy. 
References to Jane Eyre abound in this adventure: the wife, of tropical birth, is rendered half 
mad with hate, while the governess is the embodiment of morality and British firmness of 
character; the husband is, like Rochester, a fierce man who seeks a true life companion in 
the young employee. The deceased body is found on the frozen grounds of the woods 
surrounding the “widespread, half-timbered house, half Tudor and half Georgian” (p. 1063); 
the convoluted revenge is carried out with the aid of a stone bridge which stands just below 
the house, shrouded by the trees. By tying one end of a rope to the revolver with which she 
has the intention of committing suicide, and the other end to a heavy rock hanging from the 
bridge, the woman is able to discard the weapon into the underlying pond. Not only is the 
setting the perfect complement for this narration, then: specific details of the scene of the 
crime, like the picturesque bridge which crosses a clear pond among the trees, are 
fundamental in the construction of the case, which Holmes solves by noticing a clearer dent 
in the otherwise smooth surface of the bridge.  
Country houses and the countryside in general have another distinct Gothic connotation 
in Holmes’ stories, in that they are inextricably bound with the past; an element which is not 
entirely surprising, given the fear of regression that permeates late Victorian literature. 
MUSG, which Sherlock himself identifies as one of his most curious cases, is structured as 
a sort of historical treasure hunt in an ancient Plantagenet manor, and features quite a large 
amount of Gothic elements: an old riddle which has the flavour of a prophecy; a wronged 
woman who exacts a terrible revenge; an horrifying secret hidden in the cellar underneath 
the house, and a subtle critique on the institution of aristocracy. Holmes’ client, the heir to 
the Musgrave estate, is “an exceedingly aristocratic type, thin, high-nosed, and large-eyed, 
with languid and yet courtly manners” (p. 388), a characterization which is not entirely 
positive, especially given Doyle’s admiration for strong, energetic, “manly” men. Despite 
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being a prominent figure in the adventure, Reginald Musgrave is largely passive, 
highlighting the similarities between himself and the unchangeable mansion:  “Something 
of his birth-place seemed to cling to the man, and I never looked at his pale, keen face or the 
poise of his head without associating him with gray archways and mullioned windows and 
all the venerable wreckage of a feudal keep.” (ivi). Coherently, Gothic deeds take place under 
his aristocratic nose without his knowledge: the butler searches for the treasure buried 
somewhere in the castle, all the while breaking the heart of a passionate maid, who assuages 
her pain by trapping her former lover in a secret chamber and leaving him to die there.  
In DEVI, something “devilish, […] not of this world” (p. 958) sweeps over an isolated 
Cornish house, leaving one woman dead and her two brothers demented; a fourth brother is 
found dead the following night, presenting the same symptoms of his siblings – an 
expression of unspeakable horror upon his distorted face. Watson defines the setting of this 
mystery as a “land of dreams” (p. 955): 
It was a country of rolling moors, lonely and dun-coloured, with an occasional church to mark the 
site of some old-world village. In every direction upon these moors there were traces of some 
vanished race which had passed utterly away, and left as its sole record strange monuments of stone, 
irregular mounds which contained the burned ashes of the dead, and curious earthworks which hinted 
at prehistoric strife. (ivi) 
Murder, it seems, is inscribed in the deepest substrata of this dark, shadowy corner of the 
British islands; prehistoric sites of burial lie in close proximity with “curious earthworks” 
that Watson associates with trenches and consequently with “strife” – a fully erroneous 
historical evaluation which nonetheless provides a clear example of the Edwardian approach 
to the physical world. Despite its preposterousness, this association signifies that conflict has 
dwelt in those places from ancient times, and thus prepares the reader for what is to follow 
- a family feud alimented by a secret sentimental attachment between the murdered woman 
and Dr. Sterndale, one of the few murderers that Holmes lets go unscathed. 
Nonetheless, this instance is predictably nowhere as clear as it is in HOUN, as the cursed 
manor and the hound’s hunting grounds must reflect the atavistic subplot of the novel and, 
at the same time, create an atmosphere of grim mystery to uphold the supernatural suggestion 
until the final dénouement. Influenced by the accounts of Sir Charles’ murder and of the 
curse of the devilish Hugo, Watson’s first impression of Baskerville Hall and the 
surrounding estate is certainly less than favourable: 
Rolling pasture lands curved upward on either side of us, and old gabled houses peeped out from 
amid the thick green foliage, but behind the peaceful and sunlit countryside there rose ever, dark 
against the evening sky, the long, gloomy curve of the moor, broken by the jagged and sinister hills. 
[…] The road in front of us grew bleaker and wilder over huge russet and olive slopes, sprinkled with 
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giant boulders. […] Suddenly we looked down into a cuplike depression, patched with stunted oaks 
and firs which had been twisted and bent by the fury of years of storm. Two high, narrow towers rose 
over the trees. The driver pointed with his whip.  
"Baskerville Hall," said he.  
[…] A few minutes later we had reached the lodge-gates, a maze of fantastic tracery in wrought iron, 
with weather-bitten pillars on either side, blotched with lichens, and surmounted by the boars' heads 
of the Baskervilles. The lodge was a ruin of black granite and bared ribs of rafters, but facing it was 
a new building, half constructed, the first fruit of Sir Charles's South African gold. Through the 
gateway we passed into the avenue, where the wheels were again hushed amid the leaves, and the 
old trees shot their branches in a sombre tunnel over our heads. […] The avenue opened into a broad 
expanse of turf, and the house lay before us. In the fading light I could see that the centre was a heavy 
block of building from which a porch projected. The whole front was draped in ivy, with a patch 
clipped bare here and there where a window or a coat of arms broke through the dark veil. From this 
central block rose the twin towers, ancient, crenelated, and pierced with many loopholes. To right 
and left of the turrets were more modern wings of black granite. A dull light shone through heavy 
mullioned windows, and from the high chimneys which rose from the steep, high-angled roof there 
sprang a single black column of smoke. (pp. 700-702) 
The appearance of the manor is prepared by a progressive darkening of the tone of the 
description: the “peaceful and sunlit countryside” slowly turns into the harsh, weather-beaten 
landscape of the moor, wrought by the “fury of years of storm”. Baskerville Hall thus rises 
as a sort of natural continuation of the nature which encases it, its corroded lodge and the 
tangled pattern adorning the gate harmonizing with the contorted oaks and firs, all similarly 
shaped by the Devonshire tempests. The succession of many generations of Baskervilles in 
the manor finds its correlative in the almost grotesque juxtaposition of different portions of 
the building: stone pillars blotched by lichens and two ancient guard towers rise next to an 
impenetrable mass of ivy pierced here and there by coats of arms; black granite (crumbling 
in the lodge, and therefore in uncertain conditions in the façade) suddenly leaves way to Sir 
Charles’ half completed renovations. This bizarre conflation of vegetation and 
heterogeneous architectural amendments bears the mark of an indelible and insurmountable 
past, which reaches its terrible climax in the “half constructed” new building: Sir Charles’ 
efforts at forgetting the terrifying legend and renovating the family estate with the fruits of 
modern enterprise are thwarted by an atavistic throwback, and the renewals arrested in their 
course. Similarly, Sir Henry’s decision to transform the place with the power of modern 
innovations – “I'll have a row of electric lamps up here inside of six months, and you won't 
know it again, with a thousand candle-power Swan and Edison right here in front of the hall 
door,” he boasts to a worried Watson (p. 702) – is at least indefinitely delayed, after the 
murderous attack of the dog leaves his nerves so shattered that only a lengthy travel around 
the world in the company of Dr. Mortimer restores him to his former self. The gloomy 
mansion is, in HOUN, not just a picturesque reminder of Gothic sceneries, but rather a clear 
indication that the past is still a force to be reckoned with in the civilized light of the new 
century; the trope of the animated painting is unmistakably revised on the same premises.  
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If the house quite evidently symbolizes the dangerous possibilities residing in the 
reviviscence of the past, the moor and the treacherous mire function as the natural habitats 
of the creatures that of those forces are the physical embodiment: Selden, Stapleton, the 
hound and, to a certain degree, even Sherlock. The potential ambivalence of the detective 
has already been discussed, but in HOUN his method pushes this element to its outmost 
limit: to be able to investigate the case, he decides to live in an abandoned stone hut in the 
heart of the moor, just like Selden, the fugitive convict. Watson, who ignores Holmes’ plans, 
catches a glimpse of his moonlit figure while he is chasing the escaped criminal with Sir 
Henry: 
The moon was low upon the right, and the jagged pinnacle of a granite tor stood up against the lower 
curve of its silver disc. There, outlined as black as an ebony statue on that shining background, I saw 
the figure of a man upon the tor. […] As far as I could judge, the figure was that of a tall, thin man. 
He stood with his legs a little separated, his arms folded, his head bowed, as if he were brooding over 
that enormous wilderness of peat and granite which lay before him. He might have been the very 
spirit of that terrible place. (p. 726) 
To deeply understand the workings of this strange, almost supernatural case, Holmes 
becomes one with the setting which enshrines it; his figure “black as an ebony statue” is 
vaguely evocative of an ancient idol, a fitting comparison giving that he is living in one of 
the “prehistoric huts” (p. 730) which are scattered around the Devonshire hills, resting “upon 
that very stone slab upon which Neolithic man had once slumbered.” (p. 739). Watson 
poetically notes that  
The longer one stays here the more does the spirit of the moor sink into one’s soul, its vastness, and 
also its grim charm. When you are once out upon its bosom you have left all traces of modern England 
behind you, on the other hand, you are conscious everywhere of the homes and the work of the 
prehistoric people. […] As you look at their gray stone huts against the scarred hillsides you leave 
your own age behind you, and if you were to see a skin-clad, hairy man crawl out from the low door 
fitting a flint-tipped arrow on to the string of his bow, you would feel that his presence there was 
more natural than your own. […] All this, however, is foreign to the mission on which you sent me 
and will probably be very uninteresting to your severely practical mind. (pp. 712-713) 
As per usual, the good doctor is quite wrong in his deductions: to apprehend the atavistic 
murderer, Holmes has to revert to the same condition; he precisely has to let the “spirit of 
the moor” sink into his own soul. Only then can he begin to understand the mind of his fierce 
opponent, a man whose nature is inextricably bound to that of his ancestral birthplace. Ruins, 
far from being a decorative element, are here once again functionalized, so that the Gothic 
reference is seamlessly incorporated into the degeneration plot to signify something 
altogether different and new.  
Stapleton’s connection with this land could perhaps be easily explained by his specific 
training – he remains, after all, a naturalist, and he has gradually learned to understand the 
156 
  
moor by using his scientific tools, like Holmes. Yet there is something positively visceral 
about the identification between this man and the Grimpen Mire, a place inaccessible to 
everyone else, including those, like Dr. Mortimer, who have long dwelt in close proximity 
with it. The insidious swamp which swallows all kinds of creatures, and which at night emits 
a long, unearthly moan, is after all essentially constituted by mud, which has strong 
primordial connotations from both a scientific and an allegorical perspective, and it is fitting 
that a regressive individual should demonstrate such familiarity with it. Nonetheless, the 
Grimpen Mire contains in itself a reversion, since instead of enabling the creation of new 
life, it furthers death, completing the analogy with Stapleton. Ultimately, like Roylott’s viper 
and Rucastle’s hound, the deathly but untameable instrument turns against its master, 
devouring him and erasing every last trace of his existence from the civilized world. 
Overall, Holmes’ impressions concerning the intrinsic level of danger of the countryside 
and its isolated houses seem to be entirely confirmed: 
The pressure of public opinion can do in the town what the law cannot accomplish. There is no lane 
so vile that the scream of a tortured child, or the thud of a drunkard’s blow, does not beget sympathy 
and indignation among the neighbours, and then the whole machinery of justice is ever so close that 
a word of complaint can set it going, and there is but a step between the crime and the dock. But look 
at these lonely houses, each in its own fields, filled for the most part with poor ignorant folk who 
know little of the law. Think of the deeds of hellish cruelty, the hidden wickedness which may go 
on, year in, year out, in such places, and none the wiser. Had this lady who appeals to us for help 
gone to live in Winchester, I should never have had a fear for her. It is the five miles of country which 
makes the danger. (COPP, p. 323) 
The detective, who is for his own admission quite prone to theatricalities, might have 
slightly overestimated the threat which the anonymity of the metropolis poses to the solution 
of crimes; this statement however confirms that the perception of the country had inevitably 
shifted from a safe, rational and guiltless place to a new source of concern.  
2. The urban space 
With fin de siècle Gothic, London, its suburbs, and its slums became the centre of gravity 
around which monsters, flâneurs and deviant individuals orbited ceaselessly; like Paris in 
the Dupin trilogy, its unknowability determined a lingering sense of anxiety. London was, 
naturally, also the centre of the colonial enterprise, that “great cesspool into which all the 
loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained” (STUD, p. 15), an aspect which 
will be discussed in the next paragraph.  
The perception of the urban space had been problematic since the Romantic 
contraposition of city and country, but in Victorian times the combined effects of 
industrialization and of a supposed increase of criminality, together with the public hysteria 
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that followed the immensely publicized Whitechapel murders of 1888, generated new and 
distinctly grotesque undertones. Poe, Stevenson, Wilde and many other authors had already 
transported this climate of tension in their novels and stories, reinterpreting elements of the 
Gothic to adapt them to the Victorian and Edwardian London. Holmes’ adventures present 
many points of contact with their “irrational” counterparts, especially in the representation 
of the city and in the relationship between the richer and the poorer areas of London. Scholars 
often remark how Sherlock Holmes is able to cross boundaries, investigating with equal ease 
the house of a respectable lord and the squalid opium den run by a lascar. This is indeed true, 
and it is an ability which he shares with other liminal characters, like Jekyll and Dorian Gray; 
like them, however, his adventures in the most destitute districts of London only in rare cases 
provide a description of a specific building, and even less frequently of its interiors. Of the 
60 adventures recorded by Watson, no more than four (STUD, SIGN, TWIS, and BRUC) 
give an insight, albeit superficial, on the spaces inhabited by the lower classes. Of these, the 
house described in STUD is deserted and in a state of abandonment which likens it more to 
the decaying Gothic residence than to the squalor of the London slums, while the ferryman’s 
house in SIGN is only marginally portrayed. TWIS presents the opium den and the foul 
apartment above it, and BRUC the temporary abode of a spy, marking them as decidedly 
exceptional cases. Interestingly, we generally learn about the detective’s incursions in the 
world of the working class through his use of disguises: in order to become invisible, Holmes 
assumes the aspect of a seamen (SIGN); of a bookseller (EMPT); of a plumber (CHAS), and 
of an opium addict (TWIS), among many other camouflages. The reader usually learns about 
the context of use of these devices by the brief accounts that the detective provides to his 
faithful profiler or through his theatrical revelations, lacking a true contact with lowly areas. 
Nonetheless, the Canon does show at least a hint of the London outskirts: at times, when 
Watson follows Sherlock in pursuit of a criminal, his ever-comprehensive accounts indulge 
on glimpses of the road they are travelling through. In SIGN, a curious but infallible mongrel 
guides the pair to the docks in search of Small: 
We had during this time been following the guidance of Toby down the half-rural villa-lined roads 
which lead to the metropolis. Now, however, we were beginning to come among continuous streets, 
where labourers and dockmen were already astir, and slatternly women were taking down shutters 
and brushing doorsteps. At the square-topped corner public-houses business was just beginning, and 
rough-looking men were emerging, rubbing their sleeves across their beards after their morning wet. 
Strange dogs sauntered up and stared wonderingly at us as we passed […]. (p. 121) 
Doyle’s middle-class public then learns only tangentially, by hints or superficial and 
stereotypical descriptions, about the underlife of the great capital of the Empire. Since 
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criminal anthropology at that time recognised in the working classes a lower degree of 
cultural and intellectual development, thus marking them as receptacles of sins and deviant 
behaviours, the space that they inhabited should have entered the Canon in much higher 
degree. Various factors can be held accountable of this noticeable absence: a diachronic 
analysis of the adventures, for instance, shows that descriptions of the poorer suburbs of 
London are to be found in STUD (1887); SIGN (1890) and TWIS (1891), thus firmly in the 
first years of activity of the detective. It is possible that Doyle, ever attentive to his public’s 
demands, took the element of identification into account in picking adventures and locations 
which could resonate with the middle class. Secondly, if we are to believe his protests 
Doyle’s stylistic orientation in composing the adventures of Sherlock Holmes was realism, 
with the tinge of romanticization needed to avoid plainness. Likely, his experience as a 
middle-class doctor and subsequently Knight Bachelor did not endow him with the first-
hand knowledge required for a truthful description of the lower suburbs of the city. This 
point is rendered less valid by the fact that his best intentions notwithstanding, Doyle violates 
his self-imposed rule on a regular basis, inventing for instance unlikely Indian vipers whose 
venom does not leave detectable traces, or utterly misrepresenting the Andaman islanders, 
or devising a righteous daughter of a bizarre “King of Scandinavia.” Finally, with the 
admiration around the figure of Holmes rapidly increasing, Doyle was undoubtedly required 
to create characters who could truly challenge his faculties, especially after the epic 
confrontation with Moriarty. Blending the latest theories of anthropology with the typical 
characterizations of the Machiavellian villain, he tended to concoct aristocratic masterminds, 
a series of “Napoleons of crime” who naturally dwelled in befitting environments.  
Urban residences of Mephistophelian criminals in the Canon consequently abide by this 
principle, receiving part of their gloomy charm from their Gothic portrayals in adherence 
with the case presented. Collins had already discovered the potential of the substitution 
between the “decaying ancestral mansion hemmed by impenetrable forests” and “the 
abortive, half-formed villa-dom”302: in The Law and the Lady, for instance, the picturesque 
residence of the disturbed Miserrimus Dexter reflects the inner life of its owner, a fantastic 
nightmare of touching loneliness. The houses which Sherlock inspects, especially when 
inhabited by his most clever counterparts, generally reprise the element of the isolated 
mansion or castle, at times presenting some sign of decay, and at others adopting Collins’ 
architectonic cacophonies. The labyrinthine suburban house that stores Colonel Stark’s 
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forging press – and mortal trap, on occasions – is also furnished with a crumbling exterior, 
deserted and dark rooms, and even a ghost-like weeping woman, other than a stereotypical 
German villain. In CHAR the villain is depicted as a dragon in his lair; the lair in question 
is a quite modern and well-furnished house, which Watson nonetheless describes as 
“gloomy” (p. 577) while making a secret entrance (that is, while burglarizing it): 
Holmes had remarkable powers, carefully cultivated, of seeing in the dark. Still holding my hand in 
one of his, he opened a door […] he felt his way among the furniture, opened another door, and 
closed it behind us. Putting out my hand I felt several coats hanging from the wall, and I understood 
that I was in a passage. We passed along it, and Holmes very gently opened a door upon the right-
hand side. Something rushed at us my heart sprang into my mouth, but I could have laughed when I 
realized that it was the cat. (p. 578) 
Despite the far-fetched pretext of Holmes’ catlike sight, one cannot help comparing this 
nocturnal exploration of a labyrinthine space with the typical escape of the Gothic heroine 
lead by the valiant hero – Watson even takes Sherlock’s hand and quite conventionally jumps 
at a laughable interference. This thought is certainly ridiculous, but it is brought about by 
the dragon metaphor previously employed by Watson, and by the treacherous, cowardly 
nature of Charles Augustus Milverton, who blackmails incautious women and destroys many 
happy marriages in his course. A modern dragon, then, which does not breath fire but other 
people’s secrets, and which requires the intervention of modern knights.  
ILLU is an even better example of the Gothicization of the urban space and of Doyle’s 
engagement with the literary elite of his time: the adventure is evidently a Sherlockian 
retelling of The Picture of Dorian Gray, in which a German Baron substitutes Wilde’s 
profligate youth. The Baron, who has ruined many women with promises of eternal love, is 
now planning to marry a beautiful heiress, so ascetically lost in her otherworldly adoration 
that she refuses to acknowledge the most damning proofs of his true character. The lady, 
defined by a singularly incensed Holmes as a “thing of the beyond” (p. 991), angelic and 
upright, lives in “one of those awful gray London castles which would make a church seem 
frivolous” (ivi). The villain is characterized by dark but strikingly attractive features 
interrupted by a “murderer’s mouth, […] a cruel, hard gash in the face, compressed, 
inexorable, and terrible” (p. 996), and is once again “poisonous as a cobra”; “a real aristocrat 
of crime” (p. 988). This somewhat classic characterization matches that of his deceived 
fiancée in the oppositional couple light/darkness, but while her location as a heroine is 
coherently a “castle”, his lodgings adhere more to the descriptions made by Collins and 
Wilde: 
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A long winding drive, with banks of rare shrubs on either side, opened out into a great gravelled 
square adorned with statues. The place had been built by a South African gold king in the days of the 
great boom, and the long, low house with the turrets at the corners, though an architectural nightmare, 
was imposing in its size and solidity. (p. 996) 
 The house is a relatively new construction, built to be impressive and beautiful; yet 
somehow its controversial history – built by a colonial entrepreneur, the place is now owned 
by a cruel libertine – shines through its solidity, revealing it as an “architectural nightmare.” 
Another reptile that the aquiline Holmes has to defeat, Baron Gruner sits coiled in his 
elegantly furnished house, and yet the dissonance of the building acts as a signal of danger, 
like the cruelty of his mouth. Outward signs of deviance evidently match the assessment of 
the couple that Holmes presents to Watson: “You may have noticed how extremes call to 
each other, the spiritual to the animal, the cave-man to the angel. You never saw a worse 
case than this.” (p. 991). With the description of the villa, Doyle homages the description 
that Wilde makes of Dorian’s sumptuous lodgings, whilst inserting his own personal touch 
in the revealing detail. The fate of the man, confronted by one of the women whose fall he 
has prepared (she has become a prostitute, and her once charming face is now marked with 
her sins), denounces the source of this adventure: 
It was done in an instant. An arm – a woman’s arm – shot out from among the leaves. At the same 
instant the Baron uttered a horrible cry – a yell which will always ring in my memory. […] I knelt 
by the injured man and turned that awful face to the light of the lamp. The vitriol was eating into it 
everywhere […]. The features which I had admired a few minutes before were now like some 
beautiful painting over which the artist had passed a wet and foul sponge. They were blurred, 
discoloured, inhuman, terrible. […] "The wages of sin, Watson, the wages of sin" said he. "Sooner 
or later it will always come."(p. 998).  
The poisonous cobra is vanquished by something more akin to his nature than by Holmes’ 
normalizing effect. 
While the characterization of houses and mansions owes much to previous models, a few 
instances of the description of London spaces are specific to the spectacle of crime portrayed 
in the Canon. With “four million human beings all jostling each other within the space of a 
few square miles” (BLUE, p. 245), London provides a virtually infinite sets of criminal 
possibilities for the detective to investigate. Expanding on his famous remark that “life is 
infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent” (IDEN, p. 190), 
Sherlock clarifies why the metropolis is the perfect environment to test his method:  
If we could fly out of that window hand in hand, hover over this great city, gently remove the roofs, 
and peep in at the queer things which are going on, the strange coincidences, the plannings, the cross-
purposes, the wonderful chains of events, working through generations, and leading to the most outré 
results, it would make all fiction with its conventionalities and foreseen conclusions most stale and 
unprofitable. (p. 191) 
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London is to Holmes what the Galapagos were to Darwin: an endless supply of new, 
interesting specimens, endowed with a high degree of variation that can immensely broaden 
his specific competences. The countryside might be considered dangerous for its isolation, 
but in the anonymity of the city, each house is a world on its own, and each person is easily 
lost in a sea of indistinct individualities. Holmes’ powers of analysis, which enable him to 
draft on sight an exhaustive profile of the people he meets, is a sort of adaptive response to 
the stimuli that this kind of environment provides; his exceptional ability for disguise, 
likewise, enables him to penetrate all kinds of spaces, from the degraded East End to the 
villas of the English aristocracy. In BLAC, we additionally learn that Holmes “had at least 
five small refuges in different parts of London, in which he was able to change his 
personality” (p. 559), a detail that heightens the similarities between the detective and his 
natural habitat. Furthermore, his London, like Dupin’s Paris, is rarely explored in full light: 
when the adventure does not take place at night – an already infrequent occurrence – the 
darkness is replaced by fog or by tempest. It is easy to dismiss these two elemental forces as 
commonplaces, either classic conditions associated with London or typical anticipations of 
a sinister event, and yet their frequent recurrence has also more profound justifications. In at 
least two occasions, Watson describes the storm raging over the city as an unwarranted 
incursion of brutish nature where civilization should reign supreme. In GOLD, the doctor 
opens his account of the case with a well recognizable misquotation: 
It was a wild, tempestuous night, towards the close of November. Holmes and I sat together in silence 
all the evening, he engaged with a powerful lens deciphering the remains of the original inscription 
upon a palimpsest, I deep in a recent treatise upon surgery. Outside the wind howled down Baker 
Street, while the rain beat fiercely against the windows. It was strange there, in the very depths of the 
town, with ten miles of man's handiwork on every side of us, to feel the iron grip of Nature, and to 
be conscious that to the huge elemental forces all London was no more than the molehills that dot 
the fields. (pp. 607-608) 
The now infamous incipit of the 1830 Sensation novel Paul Clifford, “It was a dark and 
stormy night”, here does not introduce the adventurous tale of a highwayman, but rather its 
contrary. There is a stark contrast between the inside of 221B, Baker Street, where Holmes 
and Watson are intent on broadening their knowledge, and the savage outside, where the 
London streets are stripped of their civilized varnish by the unruly winds of a wild nature. 
Having ascertained how the works of Lombroso and of Darwinian thinkers had affected the 
perception of the criminal in the Holmesian Canon, it is equally possible to infer that this 
all-penetrating elemental forces shattering the windows of “man’s handiwork” constitute the 
conditions in which degeneration thrives. It is indeed a similar tempest which protects the 
K.K.K. assassins in FIVE, enabling the homicide of an innocent man: 
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All day the wind had screamed and the rain had beaten against the windows, so that even here in the 
heart of great, hand-made London we were forced to raise our minds for the instant from the routine 
of life and to recognise the presence of those great elemental forces which shriek at mankind through 
the bars of his civilisation, like untamed beasts in a cage. As evening drew in, the storm grew higher 
and louder, and the wind cried and sobbed like a child in the chimney. Sherlock Holmes sat moodily 
at one side of the fireplace cross-indexing his records of crime, while I at the other was deep in one 
of Clark Russell’s fine sea-stories until the howl of the gale from without seemed to blend with the 
text, and the splash of the rain to lengthen out into the long swash of the sea waves. (p. 218) 
The two powerful similitudes that Doyle employs, the howling untamed beast and the 
sobbing child in the chimney, significantly utilize creatures in intermediate states of 
development to signify horror and alienation. Once having reached the end of the adventure, 
this description fulfils its strong anticipatory function: John Openshaw, the client who seeks 
the help of Holmes in this terrible night, dies at the hands of the organization while crossing 
one of London’s busiest streets: 
Between nine and ten last night Police-Constable Cook, of the H Division, on duty near Waterloo 
Bridge, heard a cry for help and a splash in the water. The night, however, was extremely dark and 
stormy, so that, in spite of the help of several passers-by, it was quite impossible to effect a rescue. 
The alarm, however, was given, and, by the aid of the water-police, the body was eventually 
recovered. (p. 229) 
The assassins suffer a similar fate, one foretold by the sea imagery employed by Watson: 
their ship, the Lone Star, is crushed in an analogous storm while sailing towards Savannah. 
This is, let us remember, the same adventure in which Openshaw’s father confidently stated 
that “We are in a civilized land here, and we can’t have tomfoolery of this kind” (p. 222); 
yet civilization, in the form of Holmes “cross-indexing his records of crime”, dramatically 
fails to perform its duty. The detective’s only contribution to the case is precisely to leaf 
through one of his indexes, where he taxonomically organizes felons and criminal 
organizations, and clarify what has befallen young Openshaw; this demonstration of 
scientific method is powerless both in saving his client and in apprehending the murderers.  
Fog intuitively works on a similar symbolic level: by blurring details and reducing to 
shadows the objects that it envelopes, it hinders the work of the detective and of the official 
police force, all the while giving shelter to illicit activities. An evening of uncommon 
fogginess allows Hugo Oberstein, a traitor and a spy, to ingeniously dispose of the body of 
the clerk who has discovered him in BRUC: 
"The London criminal is certainly a dull fellow," said he in the querulous voice of the sportsman 
whose game has failed him. "Look out of this window, Watson. See how the figures loom up, are 
dimly seen, and then blend once more into the cloud-bank. The thief or the murderer could roam 
London on such a day as the tiger does the jungle, unseen until he pounces, and then evident only to 
his victim.  
"There have," said I, "been numerous petty thefts." 
Holmes snorted his contempt. 
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"This great sombre stage is set for something more worthy than that. […] It is well that they don’t 
have days of fog in the Latin countries – the countries of assassination." (pp. 913- 914) 
Again the bestialization of the criminal is made possible by the specific conditions of the 
city, so much so that Holmes is driven to wonder what would happen if days of fog were 
more frequent in what he calls the “countries of assassination.” The focus of Sherlock’s 
description is however not the London criminal, but the city itself, its potential as the “great 
sombre stage” of evil. Even if he had previously affirmed that with the death of Moriarty, 
London had become “uninteresting” (NORW, p. 496), the city is quick to reassert its 
hegemony over wrongdoing. The Gothic convention according to which the “hot blood” of 
Mediterranean countries would have encouraged a higher degree of homicides and passion 
crimes in general was still not dispelled, finding articulations even in more cosmopolite 
novels, like Forster’s A Room with a View (1908). Here the trope is transformed into an 
indicator of the dangerousness of this specific atmospheric condition, and of its ancillary 
function to evil. The indistinct, what is barely perceived but not clearly able to be gauged, is 
infinitely more menacing and anxiety-inducing than what can be directly confronted; the 
figures like wild beasts in the fog hint at a variety of uncanny possibilities which are not 
easily governable. What is particularly grotesque of this murder, is that the fog has hidden it 
in plain sight, with the aid of the latest technology – the underground – and thus it has 
unashamedly violated the security of the public space.  
The London that emerges from this picture is precisely the “great sombre stage” of 
Holmes’ assessment: a place where crime can thrive, protected and possibly stimulated by 
the environment. An ambiguous space in which civilization reaches its apex, but touched 
nonetheless by the long tentacles of a disquieting nature. The figures like “tigers” in the fog, 
moreover, reveal a more profound concern with the colonial enterprise and with the 
phenomenon of reverse colonization, a fear that late Victorian society was just starting to 
articulate.  
3. Exoticism and the Empire 
While the adventures of Sherlock Holmes rarely deal with marginalized domestic spaces, 
their approach to countries with which Britain cultivated a strong economic bond, like the 
colonies or the United States, is decidedly more comprehensive. A striking half of Holmes’ 
cases are more or less directly involved with exotic countries or citizens, hailing in particular 
from the British colonies and America. The reason why the United States and colonial 
countries are considered as common entity in this analysis, is that their connotation in the 
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Canon is largely analogous, the formers only enjoying a slight more positive connotation in 
certain – but not all – adventures. Then again, Doyle manifestly expressed his hopes of a 
future reunification the United States and Great Britain: 
  […] I am one of those who believe that the folly of a monarch and the blundering of a minister in 
far-gone years will not prevent our children from being some day citizens of the world-wide country 
under a flag which shall be a quartering of the Union Jack with the Stars and Stripes. (NOBL, pp. 
299-300) 
The group should be expanded to include the smaller but still considerable amount of 
cases which feature European denizens: in three cases, they are Italians (SIXN; REDC; 
MAZA) and Germans (ENGR; ILLU; LAST), while Greece, Spain and Russia score one 
adventure each (GREE; 3GAB; GOLD). However, differences in both structural function 
and stylistic rendition separate these last nine cases from the bulk of Holmes’ “exotic” 
adventures, since the ideological implications underlying the relationship with the colonies 
shaped their representation in the Canon. Specifically, European foreigners are usually 
portrayed according to the conventions of the Gothic villain: they are often aristocrats, 
heavily built or with dark features, ruthless and deceiving. The Greek interpreter is however 
the victim rather than the oppressor, and the Italian subgroup presents an inner distinction 
between criminals resembling Collins’ Count Fosco (REDC; MAZA) and the innocuous 
artisans featured in SIXN, reflecting the growing cosmopolitism of the London population 
at the end of the 19th century.303 Nonetheless, even the Greek and Italian characters, however 
integrated in the urban milieu, share a common trait with the other continental figures, and 
that is that they originate from counties which are distinctly “other” than Britain. They are 
still isolable and, if necessary, expellable, their cultural identity remains completely separate 
from that of the British subject, and consequently they still serve as a safe alternative for 
displacement.  
Imperial citizens, on the other hand, were perceived on a deeper level as “curious 
doubles”304 of their English counterparts, the colonies being at the same time a “here” and a 
“there,” an irremovable, pervasive reality. If in Holmes’ adventures Australia, India, South 
America, Africa and the U.S act as substitutes for the dislocation that Gothic novels actuated 
with Germany, Italy, France or Spain, their ambiguous combination of familiarity and 
exoticism adds complex nuances to this classic strategy. The frequency with which they 
appear, moreover, explicitly indicates that Imperial anxieties were surely one of Doyle’s 
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greater concerns, and one which he shared with his society, the true object of Holmes’ 
normalizing efforts. It is possible to classify this kind of cases in three broad categories, 
keeping in mind that overlapping is entirely possible and indeed frequent: those in which the 
crime is committed by a British subject who has sojourned in the colonies, those in which 
the crime is committed in Britain by colonials or through colonial means, and those in which 
the crime has been committed elsewhere, but has long lasting effects that “infect” England. 
This last category usually entails a “tale within the tale” mechanism, which functions like 
the Gothic rediscovered manuscript or confession letter in that it creates an interesting level 
of polyphony, questioning the hegemonic point of view of the author. From a spatial point 
of view, this device also links physically remote places without abandoning the English 
frame of reference, blending familiar and unfamiliar in an often uncanny way.    
The first group contains those adventures which reflect the widespread fear of “going 
native”, of transforming into the colonial counterpart and in this way – following pseudo-
Darwinian interpretations – reverting to a less developed state. Siddiqi notes that “a striking 
number of characters in Arthur Conan Doyle’s detective stories who return to England after 
a sojourn in the colonies have an outlandish aspect,”305 generally suffering substantial 
physical modifications. At the very least, their face is wrinkled, leathery, and burned yellow 
or brown by the tropical sun (SIGN; GLOR; SPEC; EMPT; CROO), but more debilitating 
features include severed limbs (SIGN), limping (BOSC) and permanent crippling (CROO). 
The urge behind this arresting characterizations evidently stems from the already discussed 
need to provide recognizable features to isolate certain deviant types – the “criminal”, the 
“colonial”, the “atavistic”. Interestingly, the distortion seems to have affected both the 
physical appearance and the inner life of these criminals: the degenerative effect of the 
colonies appears to blur the boundaries between what is socially and morally acceptable in 
Britain, and what is not. In SIGN, for instance, Jonathan Small has little objection to killing 
a defenceless Indian merchant to steal his treasure, but he punishes Tonga for his murder of 
the innocent Bartholomew Sholto. His contorted morals are evidently not rooted in racial 
distinctions, since he is faithful to his Sikh associates and gains Tonga’s gratitude when he 
selflessly nurses him back to health. Small’s already feeble ethics seem to morph into 
amorality in later “great” villains with a colonial past: Dr. Grimesby Roylott (SPEC), Jack 
Stapleton (HOUN) and Colonel Sebastian Moran, which were interestingly also some of the 
figures most influenced by degeneration theory.  
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Before committing his heinous crime, Dr. Roylott tellingly recreates a colonial setting in 
his English country house, keeping a cheetah and a baboon, which he leaves free to roam the 
estate. During his first encounter with the detective, his clothes had drawn Watson’s attention 
for their incongruity: “His costume was a peculiar mixture of the professional and of the 
agricultural, having a black top-hat, a long frock-coat, and a pair of high gaiters, with a 
hunting-crop swinging in his hand.” (p. 264). The ambiguous term “costume” correctly 
defines Roylott’s unfamiliarity with “civil” English society – he plays a part, but he does not 
play it well, considering his violent outbursts of violence and the outlandishness of his 
appearance. His attire at the time of the murder, however, is entirely different: 
Beside this table, on the wooden chair, sat Dr. Grimesby Roylott, clad in a long grey dressing-gown, 
his bare ankles protruding beneath, and his feet thrust into red heelless Turkish slippers. […] Round 
his brow he had a peculiar yellow band, with brownish speckles, which seemed to be bound tightly 
round his head. (p. 272) 
In the barbaric act of attempting to assassinate his step-daughter, an unarmed woman 
placed under his protection by her mother, Roylott returns to his colonial past: in other 
words, he reverts. The fact that the turban which adorns his head is in truth the deadly Indian 
viper creates a second horrific correlation between the venomous snake creeping silently in 
the room of the English maiden, and the fear of reverse colonization; a fear that the viper’s 
attack on her master is far from vanquishing. Even if the evil stepfather dies, freeing the 
imperilled lady from the classic Gothic menace of patriarchal oppression, the colonial threat 
persists and finally reveals its uncontrollable nature. Likewise, Stapleton exercises a deviant 
conception of conscience when plotting the demise of his entire family line to enter in 
possession of the Baskerville patrimony and estate; his colonial past contains a similar 
episode, since he “purloined a considerable sum of public money” in South America and 
was subsequently forced to escape back to England (p. 761). The son of Rodger Baskerville, 
a man of “sinister reputation” (p. 760), Stapleton, coherently with what theorized by 
degeneration theory, represents a further step down the scale of civilization with respect to 
his father. Degeneration theory, however, also posited strong environmental influences on 
deviant individuals, and Stapleton’s South American upbringing seems to be responsible for 
this reinforcement of the Baskerville “evil streak”. The patrimony which he was attempting 
to obtain, moreover, was once again a product of the colonial enterprise, the African gold 
with which Sir Charles replenished the finances of the family, making exoticism a permanent 
feature of the ancestral British manor even after his demise. Colonel Moran, once a 
respectable Oxford-educated official, similarly translates his colonial skills onto the 
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perpetration of crime: Holmes notes how “He was always a man of iron nerve, and the story 
is still told in India how he crawled down a drain after a wounded man-eating tiger” (p. 494) 
but the new target of the experienced hunter is precisely the detective. The metaphor is 
completed by the struggle between the Colonel and Sherlock: 
I saw that what he held in his hand was a sort of gun, with a curiously misshapen butt. He opened it 
at the breech, put something in, and snapped the breech-lock. Then, crouching down, he rested the 
end of the barrel upon the ledge of the open window […]. I heard a little sigh of satisfaction as he 
cuddled the butt into his shoulder […]. For an instant he was rigid and motionless. Then his finger 
tightened on the trigger. There was a strange, loud whiz and a long, silvery tinkle of broken glass. At 
that instant Holmes sprang like a tiger on to the marksman's back, and hurled him flat upon his face. 
He was up again in a moment, and with convulsive strength he seized Holmes by the throat, but I 
struck him on the head with the butt of my revolver, and he dropped again upon the floor […]. We 
had all risen to our feet, our prisoner breathing hard, with a stalwart constable on each side of him. 
[…]He took no heed of any of us, but his eyes were fixed upon Holmes's face with an expression in 
which hatred and amazement were equally blended. "You fiend!" he kept on muttering. "You clever, 
clever fiend!" (pp. 491-492) 
In the twisted perspective of Moriarty’s ally, good and evil are reversed: Holmes is a 
fiend, a wild, ferocious and cunning creature which threatens the order that the Colonel 
recognizes as legitimate, and that naturally contrasts with the social order which Holmes 
guards.  
It would be easy to interpret the similarities between the paths of these three titanic figures 
in the light of their communal Lombrosian deviance: after all, in all three cases Watson takes 
pains to highlight previous episodes of degeneration in the families of the criminal. The 
history of their return to England, nevertheless, points to a different interpretation: in all 
three adventures, their sojourn in the colonies had set off to a promising start, with Dr. 
Roylott establishing a large practice “by his professional skill and his force of character” (p. 
260); Stapleton probably occupying a position of power, if he was later accused of 
embezzlement, and Colonel Moran crafting for himself a honourable military career. At 
some point during their life in India and South America, however, this luminous path is 
interrupted by some dark occurrence which forces the men to return to England: Moran is 
involved in some obscure wrongdoing, Roylott kills his native butler in a fit of anger, and 
Stapleton is charged with peculation. Their return to British shores might well entail the 
erasure of any legal consequence of their crime, but the permanence in the colonies seems 
to have triggered a permanent ethical shift which leads these men into a spiral of corruption. 
Their decline inexorably advances even after their homecoming, confirming the efficacy of 
the “colonial curse” which they have called upon themselves, and paving the way for the 
ultimate crime that finally leads to their destruction.  
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The presence of colonials or colonial artifacts in Britain presents an equal degree of 
anxiety, similarly linked to the fear of contagion. The act of importing goods from the 
outskirts of the Empire was starting to be perceived as problematic for two orders of reasons: 
first of all, the fluid exchange between the colonies and the “motherland” entailed that 
innocuous goods, like tea or tobacco, were joined by more alarming products, like opium. 
Secondly, together with wares Britain was starting to “import” people, those imperial 
subjects that in SIGN are still considered as “savages”. The first disquieting possibility is 
often translated by Doyle in a fear of poisoning and infection – cases which contemplate the 
use of exotic chemicals include SIGN, TWIS, DIYN, DEVI and SUSS, but their 
consequences naturally differ according to the nature of the said chemical. In TWIS and 
SIGN (in the nervous figure of Thaddeus Sholto) the emphasis is on opium, and on the 
degradation it engenders; SIGN also contains the first reference to Holmes’ addiction to 
cocaine, thus implying that even the great detective lies under the spell of an exotic drug. 
According to Keep and Randall, “No amount of purification and refinement […] can finally 
remove the threat of the foreign from the commodity in its imperial guise; its insidious, 
primitive, and dangerous essence threatens to reduce the user to a mere ‘slave’, and reverse 
the relationship of colonizer to colonized.”306 This statement is largely faulty if referred to 
Holmes’ drug use, which pertains to his melancholic characterization and never appears to 
limit his mental faculties or to engender his reversion to underdeveloped states of 
consciousness. If applied to the scene described in TWIS, however, the analysis proves to 
be quite relevant: 
Ordering my cab to wait, I passed down the steps, worn hollow in the centre by the ceaseless tread 
of drunken feet; and by the light of a flickering oil-lamp above the door I found the latch and made 
my way into a long, low room, thick and heavy with the brown opium smoke, and terraced with 
wooden berths, like the forecastle of an emigrant ship.  
Through the gloom one could dimly catch a glimpse of bodies lying in strange fantastic poses, bowed 
shoulders, bent knees, heads thrown back, and chins pointing upward, with here and there a dark, 
lack-lustre eye turned upon the newcomer. Out of the black shadows there glimmered little red circles 
of light, now bright, now faint, as the burning poison waxed or waned in the bowls of the metal pipes. 
The most lay silent, but some muttered to themselves, and others talked together in a strange, low, 
monotonous voice, their conversation coming in gushes, and then suddenly tailing off into silence, 
each mumbling out his own thoughts and paying little heed to the words of his neighbour. (pp. 2230-
231) 
The opium den which lies in the heart of London is a sort of concealed metropolitan Island 
of Doctor Moreau, where nightmarish bodies seem to be contorted by the opium fumes and 
assume bestial connotations, like the “dark, lack-lustre eye” or the half-formed words that 
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they utter. Aside from the evident terrifying quality of this continuous mindless litany, the 
mastering of articulate language is one of the pivotal distinctive traits between man and 
primates, thus indicating that the Indian drug activates the dreaded atavistic regression. In 
The Moonstone, Franklin Blake is only marginally influenced by opium, and this still leads 
to dire consequences: the young man loses his consciousness. Here, Doyle demonstrates 
what a prolonged use of the Indian drug can achieve: 
Isa Whitney, […] was much addicted to opium […]. He found, as so many more have done, that the 
practice is easier to attain than to get rid of, and for many years he continued to be a slave to the drug, 
an object of mingled horror and pity to his friends and relatives. I can see him now, with yellow, 
pasty face, drooping lids, and pin-point pupils, all huddled in a chair, the wreck and ruin of a noble 
man. (p. 229) 
 The physical transformation of Isa Whitney confirms the regressive nature of a drug 
which, like the simian serum in CREE, transforms an illustrious mind into a yellow-faced, 
horrifying creature. This interpretation is encouraged by the use of a telling similitude: the 
eerie place is likened to an “emigrant ship,” a place which Doyle unlikely knew for first-
hand experience, but which he nonetheless cares to evoke. The emigrant ship is the liminal 
space, the limbo in which identities are suspended before being reinvented, transformed into 
something different. Working in both directions, from the motherland to the colonies and 
vice versa, it is also the outward symbol of the biunique relationship between the centre – 
England and London in particular – and the periphery – America and the colonies. It is 
indeed a lascar, an imperial subject of distinct ethnicity, who holds in his hands not only the 
destinies of the dissolute English citizens who frequent his den, but also the secret which 
could easily destroy the peace of an outwardly immaculate middle-class family. According 
to Harris, the contempt in which the consumption of opium is here held stems from a late 
Victorian attitude: “Opium becomes a poison when anti-opium activists use the drug itself 
to symbolize the moral corruption to which this imperial policy was exposing England.”307 
The mystery at the core of TWIS confirms this symbolic association: the hideous beggar 
whom the police suspects for the murder of a respectable journalist is in fact the presumed 
victim himself, who shamefully profits from mendicancy. His wife and children know 
nothing of his reprehensible occupation, since he changes into his appalling disguise in a 
room above the opium den; his transformation from decent middle-class man to bizarre and 
deformed beggar confirms the corrupting powers of that sinister place.  
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Contagion also plays a pivotal role in BLAN, which given the lack of action and the poor 
amount of detection can hardly be called an adventure. The case opens with a soldier, James 
M. Dodd, asking Holmes to discover what happened to his friend Godfrey Emsworth after 
he suffered a wound during the Second Boer War. Godfrey’s father is mostly uncooperative, 
alimenting the suspicions of both the detective and his client; when Dodd sees Emsworth’s 
“deadly pale” and “slinking, […] furtive, […], guilty” face staring at the window of his room 
(p. 1004), the mystery grows more intricate. The recurrent correlation between a white or 
yellow face watching intently from behind a window and regression or degeneration is 
confirmed again by Godfrey himself, which confesses to have accidentally contracted 
leprosy in a camp hospital in Boer territory. The father of the man, fearful of the scandal that 
this exotic and highly contagious malady would bring upon the noble family, treats his son 
as a recluse, confining him in his rooms in the ancestral manor. The solution of the case is 
decidedly one of Doyle’s least elegant conclusions, with Holmes summoning a renowned 
dermatologist who concludes that Godfrey’s ailment is, after all, not leprosy: 
A well-marked case of pseudo-leprosy or ichthyosis, a scale-like affection of the skin, unsightly, 
obstinate, but possibly curable, and certainly noninfective. Yes, Mr. Holmes, the coincidence is a 
remarkable one. But is it coincidence? Are there not subtle forces at work of which we know little? 
Are we assured that the apprehension from which this young man has no doubt suffered terribly since 
his exposure to its contagion may not produce a physical effect which simulates that which it fears? 
(p. 1012) 
This happy ending sounds so unexpected, so hurried and so forced, that instead of being 
reassuring it feels anticlimactic, achieving the opposite effect of what Doyle probably hoped 
for. The disease is not only a different condition than leprosy, but according to the physician 
it is not even transmissible: the contact with the African colonies leaves Godfrey unscathed. 
It is the anxiety itself that this contact generates in the aristocratic English youth, which is 
signified in the pseudo-leprosy symptoms; since the illness is not colonial, but self-
engendered, it will likely leave no marks on him.  
Fears of exotic infection, but of a more murderous nature, also animate the curious DYIN, 
an adventure in which Holmes solves a crime not only from his room in Baker Street, but 
without leaving his bed. Ailed by a mysterious “coolie disease from Sumatra” (p. 933), the 
weakened detective remarks: “There are many problems of disease, many strange 
pathological possibilities, in the East, Watson” (p. 934). His alarming symptoms include 
fatigue, nervous spasms, tremors and delirium, thus depriving Holmes of his most 
extraordinary feature – his sharp, logic reason. In truth, the dire conditions of the detective 
are but a pretence, an act to lure to Baker Street Mr. Culverton Smith, the expert on exotic 
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diseases who tried to inoculate Sherlock with this specific malady through a spring device 
hidden in a small box. Culverton Smith, which equates his knowledge of microbes to 
Holmes’ understanding of criminals, is already responsible of a murder conducted in the 
same way. His conduct is entirely similar to that of Dr. Roylott, since he has no qualms with 
doing away with his own nephew by using a “sharp spring like a viper’s tooth” (p. 941), 
tainted moreover with an exotic poison. He takes advantage of a contagious and as such 
uncontrollable foreign toxin, introducing it in a healthy English organism and provoking the 
death of a hale, righteous individual who “stood between this monster and a reversion” (p. 
941). There is some contradiction in Holmes’ approach to the case: first, he claims that he 
grew suspicious of the circumstances of death of the victim because the Eastern disease was 
utterly uncommon in London; when he feigns his own sickness, however, he pretends to 
trace his exposition to the virus during his work “down in the East End among the sailors” 
(p. 939). There is, after all, a direct access to London for the “many strange pathological 
possibilities” which lie in the colonies, and it discordantly resides in its greater source of 
prosperity, maritime trade with exotic countries.  
The colonial threat reaches also the Gothic countryside in DEVI, establishing a link 
between the gloomy Cornish village and isolated house and the African colonies. Mortimer 
Tregennis carries out the homicide of his entire family through the use of an African root 
that Leon Sterndale, his sister’s secret betrothed, has brought back from his exotic 
explorations: 
Sterndale drew from his pocket a paper packet and laid it upon the table. On the outside was written 
"Radix pedis diaboli" with a red poison label beneath it. He pushed it towards me. "I understand that 
you are a doctor, sir. Have you ever heard of this preparation?" 
"Devil's-foot root! No, I have never heard of it." 
"It is no reflection upon your professional knowledge," said he, "for I believe that, save for one 
sample in a laboratory at Buda, there is no other specimen in Europe. It has not yet found its way 
either into the pharmacopoeia or into the literature of toxicology. The root is shaped like a foot, half 
human, half goatlike; hence the fanciful name given by a botanical missionary. […] (pp. 968-969) 
Among other things I exhibited this powder, and I told him of its strange properties, how it stimulates 
those brain centres which control the emotion of fear, and how either madness or death is the fate of 
the unhappy native who is subjected to the ordeal by the priest of his tribe. I told him also how 
powerless European science would be to detect it. (p. 969) 
The “devil’s foot” quite evidently recalls the European folkloric mythicization of the 
mandrake root, whose scream was believed to kill anyone who heard it, and was reported to 
cause hallucinations and madness when ingested. In transposing those legendary properties 
onto a fictional colonial product, Doyle apparently invalidates the irrational connotation of 
the mandrake by ascribing these disturbing qualities to a plant which European science has 
not yet classified and consequently mastered. Nevertheless, the final effect maintains too 
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much of the devilish connotations so often suggested in the adventure, validating the 
hypothesis according to which “driven out everywhere else, the irrational sought refuge in 
imperialism”.308 The Gothic device of displacement finds its equivalent in the 
“irrationalization” of colonies, Foucauldian “other spaces” which mirror and at the same 
time subvert Holmes’ England. In contrast with the Gothic treatment of exotic elements, 
however, colonial features in the Holmesian Canon are not removed, but seep from ships 
and docks to penetrate the “motherland.”  WIST, perhaps one of Doyle’s most poorly 
executed mysteries, has nonetheless the quality of illustrating how the presence of exotic 
characters inevitably leads to some sort of trouble. The case is so entangled and filled with 
outlandish details, that even Holmes proposes it as the perfect practical enactment of the 
term “grotesque”: 
 "I suppose, Watson, we must look upon you as a man of letters," said he. "How do you define the 
word 'grotesque'?" 
"Strange--remarkable," I suggested. 
He shook his head at my definition. 
"There is surely something more than that," said he; "some underlying suggestion of the tragic and 
the terrible. If you cast your mind back to some of those narratives with which you have afflicted a 
long-suffering public, you will recognize how often the grotesque has deepened into the criminal. (p. 
869) 
Captatio benevolentiae aside, the connection between irrationality and exoticism 
incontestably emerges from the evidence presented to Holmes by the official police: 
"The devil, sir, for all I know. It was at the window. […] It was just about two hours ago. […] there 
was a face looking in at me through the lower pane. Lord, sir, what a face it was! I'll see it in my 
dreams. […] it shook me, sir, and there's no use to deny it. It wasn't black, sir, nor was it white, nor 
any colour that I know but a kind of queer shade like clay with a splash of milk in it. Then there was 
the size of it--it was twice yours, sir. And the look of it--the great staring goggle eyes, and the line of 
white teeth like a hungry beast. (pp. 877-878) 
 
He held up his candle before an extraordinary object which stood at the back of the dresser. It was 
so wrinkled and shrunken and withered that it was difficult to say what it might have been. One could 
but say that it was black and leathery and that it bore some resemblance to a dwarfish, human figure. 
At first, as I examined it, I thought that it was a mummified negro baby, and then it seemed a very 
twisted and ancient monkey. Finally I was left in doubt as to whether it was animal or human. A 
double band of white shells were strung round the centre of it. 
"Very interesting – very interesting, indeed!" said Holmes, peering at this sinister relic. "Anything 
more?" 
In silence Baynes led the way to the sink and held forward his candle. The limbs and body of some 
large, white bird, torn savagely to pieces with the feathers still on, were littered all over it. Holmes 
pointed to the wattles on the severed head. 
"A white cock," said he. "Most interesting! It is really a very curious case." 
But Mr. Baynes had kept his most sinister exhibit to the last. From under the sink he drew a zinc pail 
which contained a quantity of blood. Then from the table he took a platter heaped with small pieces 
of charred bone. 
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"Something has been killed and something has been burned. We raked all these out of the fire. We 
had a doctor in this morning. He says that they are not human."(pp. 878-879) 
The most interesting detail about this description, is that it is utterly inconsequential for 
the solution of the case, which turns out to be a sort of international thriller centered on the 
figure of the “Tiger of San Pedro”, a ruthless South American dictator escaped to Europe 
after being overthrown. His household, however, a very British suburban house called 
Wisteria Lodge, is predictably run by foreign servants – the one English governess crucially 
being a victim of the dictator’s cruelty, who conspires with his enemies to deliver him to 
justice. The spectral remains found by the local inspector are relics of a voodoo rite 
performed by one of the servants, the devilish, sickly coloured face that as often happens in 
Sherlock Holmes’ adventures appears from behind a window. Two strands of exotic 
deviancy are then exposed in this story: one concerns the tribal, barbaric rites of a regressive 
individual; the other focuses on the criminal deeds of Murillo, the tropical dictator, 
perpetrated under the shelter of an apparently respectable English house. The first acts as a 
supplement of the second, providing the gloomy, grotesque atmosphere which the reader 
was promised in the introduction, and confirming the stereotype of the heathen tropical 
aborigine for the curious audience. The solution of the case and rescue of the abducted 
governess normalizes the intervention of the foreign dictator; correspondingly, the figure of 
the aborigine is domesticated with a familiar stratagem. Extracting a trustworthy essay called 
Voodooism and the Negroid Religions, Sherlock classifies the “grotesque” remains as part 
of a propitiatory ceremonial which “in extreme cases” takes the form of “human sacrifices 
followed by cannibalism” (p. 887). Apparently tropical indigenous civilizations were in 
Doyle’s mind indissolubly associated with cannibalism, to a fear of violent consumption 
which in some ways echoed the preoccupation of his age with the violation of boundaries 
and with abjection. Holmes’ opinion on this passage is, tellingly, a chiastic misquotation of 
himself: “as I have had occasion to remark, there is but one step from the grotesque to the 
horrible” (p. 888).  
If the first two categories of colonial interferences in the Canon transmit a perception of 
colonial items as recurrent diseases, the third, which entails a secret colonial past coming 
back to threaten the life of an apparently serene British subject, entirely confirms this 
interpretation. A sort of “irrepressible” curse309 seems to plague those expatriates which 
decided to seek a new life in the colonies, and then returned to Britain; their stories only 
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partially coincide with those of former colonials turning to crime upon their return home. 
The greatest divide between the two groups resides in the use of stylistic interruptions of the 
chronological development of the plot, with the insertion of confessions or flashbacks which 
alternate past and present, England and the foreign country. VALL represents the most 
evident instance of this strategy, replicating the structure of STUD with an excursus which 
suddenly transports the reader from an old manor in Sussex to Vermissa Valley in the United 
States, and then back to 221B, Baker Street. Like in STUD, the excursus is designed to stand 
apart from the main body of the adventure, noticeably shifting its narrative voice from 
homodiegetic (with Watson relating the events) to heterodiegetic. The same flashback 
construction, somewhat typical of the detective novel when it includes a confession, is 
replicated in a vast array of cases in a more subdued guise, particularly standing out when it 
is also accompanied by the shifting of locations. Generally, the narrative voice temporarily 
changes from Watson to the accused, thus remaining on the homodiegetic level; it is 
exoticism, then, which truly characterizes this kind of cases. The lengthy confession of 
Jonathan Small in SIGN, for instance, is a detailed account of his life in the East, containing 
a somewhat historical account, albeit heavily biased, of the Indian Rebellion of 1857. The 
scene soon degenerates into a sort of Walpurgis Night, associating “the rebels’ criminality 
with heathenish diabolism”310: “One month India lay as still and peaceful […] as Surrey or 
Kent; the next there were two hundred thousand black devils let loose, and the country was 
a perfect hell” (p.145). Small’s narration clearly insists on the interchange between India and 
England, stressing the devilish nature of a repossession that he reads as regression. 
Nevertheless, it is this condition of chaos and suspension of every moral judgement that 
prompts him to let a man die for his own personal gain. Tellingly, the same historical event 
lies in the background of the similarly themed CROO, in which a sergeant lets one of his 
subordinates and love rival fall into the hands of the rebels, to what he believes to be certain 
death. His old rival, crippled and disfigured by years of torture, refrains from showing 
himself to his lover and friends: “I had rather that Nancy and my old pals should think of 
Harry Wood as having died with a straight back, than see him living and crawling with a 
stick like a chimpanzee” (p. 421). Death is a better fate than regression, as the weighty 
similitude of the crawling chimpanzee is here to remind; the culprit probably agreed, as he 
dropped dead to the mere sight of the consequences of his actions. The colonial past, the 
actions committed in the liminal, specular space of the unruly East, trespass into the 
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supposed inviolability of the homeland, like unwavering spell cast during the orgiastic night 
of the Rebellion. 
With respect to other foreign countries, Australia has a slightly more Dickensian 
connotation in the Canon, in that it is portrayed as a land of reinvention of one’s identity – 
there escapes the deceived maid in MUSG, for instance, after her misdeed. This conflation 
of opportunity and secrecy contains as many positive connotations as negative ones: the 
jealous illegitimate son of the Duke of Holdernesse is also shipped to Australia to avoid a 
scandal and his imprisonment (PRIO), but Holy Paters, “one of the most unscrupulous 
rascals that Australia has ever evolved” (LADY, p. 947), is specialized in exploiting old 
women by counterfeiting his identity. Successful rehabilitation and treachery are the two 
poles explored in BOSC and GLOR, two very similar adventures involving a criminal past 
as the source of blackmail. In both stories, a former outlaw grown rich in Australia has, upon 
his return to Britain, established a quiet, retired and respectable life in the countryside; the 
respective families never suspect anything about their patriarch’s pasts. The apparently 
successful stories of reinvention come to a dramatic turn when least destitute witnesses of 
their criminal days track them down and blackmail them, leading to the inevitable tragic 
conclusion. BOSC is animated by a classic matrimonial subplot which sees the son of 
Charles McCarthy, the blackmailer, and the daughter of John Turner, the blackmailed fall in 
love; to grant a happy outcome to the star-crossed lovers, it is evident that both their fathers 
must die. This is one of those cases in which Holmes exercises his personal sense of justice, 
rather than the laws of his country: Turner, already in weak health and knowing that he does 
not have long to live, has murdered his tormenter to safeguard the future of his daughter. By 
letting Turner unjudged, Holmes conforms to the unwritten rules of the Australian outlaw, 
letting feud solve a case which, brought before the British law, would only engender disgrace 
for the two innocent children. In GLOR, on the other hand, the former criminal is the father 
of Victor Trevor, Sherlock’s school friend, who dies of a stroke after his blackmailer 
threatens to expose him and one of his Australian accomplices, called Evans, similarly 
returned to England and maintaining a respectable façade. The scandal however never breaks 
out, and Holmes concludes that Evans “pushed to desperation and believing himself to have 
been already betrayed, had revenged himself upon Hudson, and had fled from the country 
with as much money as he could lay his hands on.” (p. 385). In this case, too, the detective 
does nothing to submit a guilty man to a fair trial, preferring to trust his own moral compass. 
These are only two of the many instances in which Holmes takes a similar decision, but in 
these specific cases he does so in consideration of the ordeal suffered by both Turner and 
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Trevor after their return to England: he believes that the prolonged confrontation with their 
deeds should be held as sufficient retribution. Despite being to all appearances two 
functional and honourable members of Victorian society, they are forced to reckon with their 
inescapable colonial past; a past that British conventions cannot normalize.   
Sometimes the secret unable to rest confined in a foreign setting is refreshingly not 
criminal: among the innumerable instances of racism and prejudice that the Canon displays, 
one adventure stands out as a tepid opening to equality. The title of the story conjures yet 
again the familiar image of “the Yellow Face”: Grant Munro, a gentleman living in Norbury, 
reports to Holmes the outlandish behaviour of his wife Effie, who leaves the house in the 
middle of the night to visit the cottage across the street, and then quietly slips back to bed. 
The story is rendered more grotesque by the apparition of an “unnatural and inhuman” 
yellow face at the upstairs window of the cottage, a vision that Munro is unable to rationalize. 
The detective concludes that infidelity is most likely the cause of this strange conduct, and 
resolves to catch the woman in the act; what they find, however, entirely betrays their 
expectations: 
 In the corner, stooping over a desk, there sat what appeared to be a little girl. […] As she whisked 
round to us, I gave a cry of surprise and horror. The face which she turned towards us was of the 
strangest livid tint, and the features were absolutely devoid of any expression. An instant later the 
mystery was explained. Holmes, with a laugh, passed his hand behind the child's ear, a mask peeled 
off from her countenance, and there was a little coal black negress, with all her white teeth flashing 
in amusement at our amazed faces. (pp. 360-361) 
The girl is the child of Effie’s first marriage to an African-American man, whose 
photographed face Watson defines as “strikingly handsome and intelligent-looking, but 
bearing unmistakable signs upon his features of his African descent” (p. 361). The crypto-
racism of this sentence is evident to modern readers, who shudder at the adversative “but” 
employed by Doyle; the ensuing passage, which explains why the mother should have kept 
her daughter a secret from her second husband, is even more compromising: 
"That is John Hebron, of Atlanta," said the lady, "and a nobler man never walked the earth. I cut 
myself off from my race in order to wed him, but never once while he lived did I for an instant regret 
it. It was our misfortune that our only child took after his people rather than mine. It is often so in 
such matches, and little Lucy is darker far than ever her father was. But dark or fair, she is my own 
dear little girlie, and her mother's pet." (p. 361) 
It is incoherent and even unnatural for Effie to speak in these terms of a man she deeply 
loved and chose to marry despite social rejection and of her own child, whom she claims to 
love despite her colour; nonetheless, her character is voicing Doyle’s opinion, rather than 
mirroring a realistic situation. The conclusion of the case, fortunately, is for once slightly 
less concerning: 
177 
  
It was a long ten minutes before Grant Munro broke the silence, and when his answer came it was 
one of which I love to think. He lifted the little child, kissed her, and then, still carrying her, he held 
his other hand out to his wife and turned towards the door.  
"We can talk it over more comfortably at home," said he. "I am not a very good man, Effie, but I 
think that I am a better one than you have given me credit for being." (p. 362) 
The numerous racial caveats introducing this conclusion notwithstanding, the little girl is 
taken “home” to the English house, in the arms of the benevolent patriarch which will with 
all probability integrate her in the family and thus in society; this remains, however, an 
unicum in the Canon.  
Despite their specificities and apparent non homogeneity, Holmes’ “colonial cases” have 
all something profoundly meaningful in common: the adventures always take place in 
Britain, never in the colonies or the States, demonstrating a pervasiveness in the outwardly 
monolithic Victorian and Edwardian culture. The most incisive forces operate upon the 
metropolis, changing the urban landscape from the inside: the Sholto fortress in the heart of 
London, for instance, purposefully recalls more the fort of Agra than a typical English 
suburban villa. The invaluable EMPT provides yet another effective example: “It must be 
very familiar to you. Have you not tethered a young kid under a tree, lain above it with your 
rifle, and waited for the bait to bring up your tiger? This empty house is my tree, and you 
are my tiger” (p. 492). The opium den in TWIS, the house full of menacing foreigners in 
WIST, the K.K.K. striking in the heart of the city, or the Londoners pacing like tigers in the 
fog in BRUC and the Sumatran disease in DYIN, are just few examples of the copious 
instances of threatening exoticism in the capital city of the Empire. This scenario necessarily 
transforms “the space of the metropole, of London itself, into a version of its unmapped and 
unknowable place of origin, the colonial periphery”,311 showing how the “other space” can 
break its confinement as mirror image, and invade the invaders.  
The countryside is not safe from this reverse colonization or from the threat of contagion; 
if anything, these elements are made more grotesque by the spatial discordance. Stoke 
Moran, Dr. Roylott’s residence, hosts a cheetah, a baboon and a deadly Indian viper; the 
Trevor estate in Norfolk and Boscombe Valley in Hertfordshire are put in jeopardy by their 
owners’ Australian past; Aldershot, Hampshire, sees the return of the “crooked man” from 
the African colonies, while in DANC, an American gangster haunts his former fiancée in 
her husbands’ Norfolk residence.  SUSS, which opens with the promise of a Gothic vampire 
mystery, is in truth yet again an attempted poisoning carried out with tropical artefacts: in 
this way, the apparently serene Sussex is doubly imperilled, first from a fin de siècle 
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monstrosity, and then from the grip of colonial degeneration. The same assumption is 
naturally also valid for DEVI, which skilfully combines classic Gothic tropes, like poisoning, 
dispossession and an impeded love match, with the exotic, unclassifiable root.  
The role of the detective, as intended by Doyle and as pointed out in the majority of 
critical assessments, should intuitively be that of limiting, or at least normalizing, the 
colonial influences: 
First, the tales arouse fear and pleasure that the foreign has invaded and threatens to contaminate and 
exoticize the homeland; then, they introduce the hero Holmes to protect England and regulate the 
incursion of insidious and welcome interlopers. 312   
Nevertheless, this action is often hindered by two factors: firstly, Holmes is, as previously 
noticed, not always willing to let British rule interfere in matters which don’t entirely 
concern it. Secondly, his uncanny powers have their own limits, and even Holmes is 
incapable of stopping the advancement of “reverse colonization” or the workings of colonial 
“contagion”, as forwarded by imperial citizens and products. While classic Gothic spaces 
served as specular but removed settings for 17th- and 18th-century concerns, the late Victorian 
era and Edwardian age saw the insurgence of an “insuppressible repressed” which did not 
provide an escape from daily anxieties, but rather exacerbated them regardless of every 
attempt made to rationalize it. The representation of British colonies in the Canon, 
simultaneously a radically foreign “elsewhere” and an uncannily familiar “here”, obeys to a 
new “imperialist frame of mind”, 
[…] one becoming less confident about the spread of English, European, or Western culture from the 
civilized center towards the savage periphery and more anxious about a decline accelerated by the 
incursive flows that travel back to the metropolis through […] imperial channels.313 
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VI. The Victorian society: deconstructing conformity 
 
If techno-scientific innovations and the imperial enterprise represented powerful sources 
of anxiety for the late-Victorian and Edwardian conscience, both public and private life were 
similarly characterized by a disquieting ambivalence. The climate of international tension 
derived from the colonial competition – of which the Anglo-Boer Wars are a befitting 
example –, the approaching First World War, and the Irish request for Home Rule contrasted 
with the image of successful government that Britain was striving to project. Internally, 
social unrest preoccupied the ruling class of intellectuals, especially after the Chartist 
Movement remonstrations, the approval of the Reform Act in 1987, which enfranchised a 
large portion of the male working class, and the foundation of the National Union of 
Women's Suffrage Societies in 1897. The renowned Victorian hypocrisy also infected 
family, its cornerstone and safe haven, with the increasing infantilization of women affecting 
the management of their assets – which was entirely entrusted to their husbands, were they 
to marry – and reflecting on the disparity between the two genders in matter of divorce. 
While it was relatively difficult for both sexes to obtain a divorce without embarking on a 
lengthy and expensive procedure, women also had to support their claim by presenting proof 
of adultery aggravated by desertion or by cruelty. Finally, the puritanical attitude of the end 
of the century, which outwardly condemned adultery, homosexuality and every behaviour 
which did not fit the pristine image of marriage, fostered a pathological dissociation between 
the public and the private sphere.  
The Holmesian Canon covers a time frame of 34 years, from GLOR, set in 1880, to 
LAST, set in 1914; this fictional chronology predates the first date of publication of seven 
years, since STUD appeared in 1887; SHOS, the last of Holmes’ adventures, was published 
in 1927. The stories are thus not so removed in time as to prevent Doyle from engaging with 
current socio-political issues; yet, as previously stated, he rarely portrays the working class 
and its struggle, limiting its appearance to background characters, often described as 
foreigners, and never commenting on social reforms. In fact, when these characters are 
voiced at all, they normally confirm the stereotype of the coarse, crass and greedy 
commoner, preoccupied only with the present moment and incapable of abstraction. This 
lack of commentary, however, appears to be limited to this specific aspect of public life, and 
not derived from Holmes’ outward role as guardian of social order: it is true that he dutifully 
proclaims the British law to be “human and elastic” (ILLU, p. 999), but he also 
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unequivocally states that he would rather “play tricks with the law of England” than with his 
own conscience (ABBE, p. 646). Moreover, the cases which the detective investigates often 
revolve around the issues discussed above: specifically, divorce law was a topic that Doyle 
held dear and forcefully supported, and several of Holmes’ clients have the occasion of 
arguing in favour of a reform of the existing legislation. The political tension of the end of 
the century also prominently influences the adventures, as is to be expected: Holmes’ talents 
are naturally serviceable for the Crown and the establishment, of which his own brother is a 
vital functionary. The notable exception to this rule is Irish nationalism: Doyle was of Irish 
Catholic descent on both paternal and maternal side, and although he openly condemned the 
Irish nationalist movement, he refrained from including it in Sherlock’s inquests. The issues 
of women’s suffrage and female agency, too, seem to be at least controversial for the author, 
and the female figures in the Canon thoroughly reflect the ambivalence which he felt towards 
it. In a way, while his male figures predominantly conform to two broad types, that of the 
strong, honourable man and that of the cunning criminal, female characters exhibit a larger 
and more problematic range of stylizations: stereotypical persecuted maidens are paired with 
intuitive governesses, dangerously solitary spinsters, independent New Women and the two 
purely Victorian emanations, the angel in the house and the fallen woman.  Once again, 
despite the attempts to normalize these persistent anxieties through the decisive intervention 
of the detective, the frequency with which the Canon confronts them and the provisional 
nature of the solutions it provides, call into question the stability of a system which refused 
to acknowledge its limitations and its inner turmoil.  
1. Political intrigues and secret societies: the threat to the State 
The Victorian image of political stability and cohesion was for the most part precisely 
that: a myth, a pretence which channelled the growing feelings of patriotism and nationalism 
against the evident instability caused by the frequent alternation of governments and 
domestic as well as international crises. In The Victorian Frame of Mind, Houghton notes 
how “as long as patriotism aroused heroic attitudes of devotion and self-sacrifice […], it 
could also be utilized for moral purposes”: 
Though repudiating the extremes of provinciality and chauvinism, Mill and Lecky and George Eliot 
emphasized its power to arouse a fine enthusiasm. ‘Not only the nobleness of a nation depends on 
the presence of this national consciousness, but also the nobleness of each individual citizen. Our 
dignity and rectitude are proportional to our sense of relationship with something great, admirable, 
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pregnant with high possibilities, worthy of sacrifice, a continual inspiration to self-repression and 
discipline […]’.314 
The stability and uniformity of the State arose from a common public fabrication, a 
resolute effort to believe into a greater entity which could subsume and substantiate singular 
identities adrift in their search for “Truth”, for meaning and scope. In this perspective, forces 
and organizations extraneous to that of the state were perceived as potentially dangerous, 
mining its already fragile cohesiveness, in a way that recalls the Gothic portrayal of masonic 
and Catholic secret societies.  
Holmes’ adventures conform to this patriotic ideal, significantly including frequent 
references either to secret organizations recalling the Gothic Inquisition and its devious tools, 
or to political plots centred on theft and espionage. The first kind of adventures incidentally 
consists of two of the rare cases in which Holmes does not succeed in guaranteeing the safety 
of his client, the short story FIVE and the novel VALL, and three more in which the culprit 
dies before being brought to justice (STUD; GOLD and REDC). A hint to freemasonry also 
appears in REDH, but soon proves to be a red herring, or even a mere scheme to demonstrate 
the extent of Holmes’ knowledge; Moriarty’s unnamed criminal organization is mentioned 
in FINA, EMPT and VALL. The nature of the cult or association may vary: in STUD it is 
religious, in VALL it is criminal (hiding behind the pretence of a masonic lodge) and in 
GOLD and REDC it is political; nevertheless, they all share common traits. Specifically, 
these organizations are usually foreign: one is Russian (GOLD), three are American, and 
one is Italian but operating on American soil (REDC), yet the cases always involve a murder 
committed in England. This structure evidently coincides with the second group of “exotic” 
cases, but the theme of the extra-institutional powers acting within an apparently democratic 
state carries additional undertones with it. Furthermore, the majority of these tales also 
involves a romantic subplot distinctly reminiscent of romances and Gothic novels: the 
innocent heroine is threatened or kidnapped by a member of said organization, and the hero 
is not always able to rescue her in time. This pattern emerges with exceeding clearness in 
STUD’s American flashback, “The Country of the Saints”, a conscientious rewriting of 
Stevenson’s “Story of the Destroying Angel” which substitutes Catholic Inquisition with a 
Mormon cult. The first chapter of the tale within the tale, “On the Great Alkali Plain”, is 
nothing short of a frontier tale, in which John and Lucy Ferrier, a hunter and the child he 
adopts after remaining the sole survivors of a caravan of twenty one people, are saved from 
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certain death under the desert sun by a large community of Mormons in search for a better 
place to live. Hints at the less than favourable portrayal of this creed in the story are already 
present during the rescue scene: 
"If we take you with us," he said, in solemn words, "it can only be as believers in our own creed. We 
shall have no wolves in our fold. Better far that your bones should bleach in this wilderness than that 
you should prove to be that little speck of decay which in time corrupts the whole fruit. Will you 
come with us on these terms?"  
"Guess I'll come with you on any terms," said Ferrier, with such emphasis that the grave Elders could 
not restrain a smile. […] 
"You shall remain here," he said. "In a few days you will have recovered from your fatigues. In the 
meantime, remember that now and for ever you are of our religion. Brigham Young has said it, and 
he has spoken with the voice of Joseph Smith, which is the voice of God." (pp. 57-58) 
The fanaticism which would rather see two innocents die a merciless death than propagate 
a “sinful” conduct is the same that drives the implacable nuns in Lewis’ The Monk to bury a 
pregnant woman in a crypt and let her die of starvation. The comparison is more clearly 
recalled after the colonist have settled. Ferrier, who even after integrating into the Mormon 
community in the fertile Utah refuses to conform to the use of polygamy, fears the growing 
intolerance of the creed: 
[…] for to express an unorthodox opinion was a dangerous matter in those days in the Land of the 
Saints. […] so dangerous that even the most saintly dared only whisper their religious opinions with 
bated breath, lest something which fell from their lips might be misconstrued, and bring down a swift 
retribution upon them. The victims of persecution had now turned persecutors on their own account, 
and persecutors of the most terrible description. Not the Inquisition of Seville, nor the German Vehm-
gericht, nor the Secret Societies of Italy, were ever able to put a more formidable machinery in motion 
than that which cast a cloud over the State of Utah. (p. 62) 
In establishing this parallel, Doyle acknowledges the intertextual references which inform 
both the “Story of the Destroying Angel” and his own “The Country of the Saints”; 
furthermore, the atmosphere of paranoia and oppression forged by the cult evidently draws 
inspiration from the same sources:  
Its invisibility, and the mystery which was attached to it, made this organization doubly terrible.  
It appeared to be omniscient and omnipotent, and yet was neither seen nor heard. The man who held 
out against the Church vanished away, and none knew whither he had gone or what had befallen him. 
His wife and his children awaited him at home, but no father ever returned to tell them how he had 
fared at the hands of his secret judges. A rash word or a hasty act was followed by annihilation, and 
yet none knew what the nature might be of this terrible power which was suspended over them. No 
wonder that men went about in fear and trembling, and that even in the heart of the wilderness they 
dared not whisper the doubts which oppressed them. (Ivi) 
Inevitably, this instrument of terror finds its designated victim in the beautiful and 
innocent maiden, the “flower of Utah” Lucy Ferrier, who is forced to marry against her will 
with the son of one of the almighty elders of the town, thus perfectly conforming to the 
Gothic stereotype. Her adoptive father is murdered by the cult, and her betrothed, the 
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resourceful Jefferson Hope, comes too late to prevent the marriage; the girl dies within a 
month, and Hope adopts the cult’s methods to avenge her, hunting her persecutors across 
two continents. The punishment that he devises fits the Mormons’ crime: the victim is 
presented two pills among which to choose, only one of them containing poison; Hope will 
ingest the remaining one, and divine justice will decide who shall survive. This 
implementation of an arbitrary law quite manifestly belongs to the frame of mind of the state 
within the state which has developed in the peculiar conditions of the American frontier. 
Holmes does not sanction it, but at least in this first adventure he is excused from regular 
procedures by Hope’s death. Utah certainly represents the “romantic realm of exotic 
possibility”,315 but at the same time this openness presents uncanny implications: the creed, 
already condemned by Doyle on the grounds of its moral reprehensibility, in due time 
degenerates into a cult, and then into a criminal organization. Lust for power and impunity 
soon replaces the fanatic faith of the Council: 
[…] Strange rumours began to be bandied about—rumours of murdered immigrants and rifled camps 
in regions where Indians had never been seen. Fresh women appeared in the harems of the Elders—
women who pined and wept, and bore upon their faces the traces of an unextinguishable horror. 
Belated wanderers upon the mountains spoke of gangs of armed men, masked, stealthy, and noiseless, 
who flitted by them in the darkness. These tales and rumours took substance and shape, and were 
corroborated and re-corroborated, until they resolved themselves into a definite name. To this day, 
in the lonely ranches of the West, the name of the Danite Band, or the Avenging Angels, is a sinister 
and an ill-omened one. (p. 63) 
This description would rather befit a band of outlaw robbers in a Western novel, than a 
divinely inspired fold; Doyle claimed that it was rooted in historical events,316 possibly 
referring to the 1838 Mormon War or the 1857 Mountain Meadows massacre,317 but it bears 
the unmistakable marks of fictionalization.  
The pattern of the corruption and progressive debasement of an initially righteous 
organization is restaged in STUD’s more mature cognate, VALL, where freemasonry takes 
the place of the religious cult, and an undercover Pinkerton detective that of the hunter turned 
outlaw. In this case, the love story is quite marginal, even if it presents the same canonical 
characteristics: the hero, John McMurdo (or Birdy Edwards, or John Douglas, his other two 
alter-egos) sets off to Vermissa Valley to infiltrate a masonic lodge of dark reputation; upon 
his arrival, he falls in love with Ettie Shafter, the daughter of his tenant. The girl is already 
the object of the attention of Ted Baldwin, a member of the Scowrers, the society which 
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McMurdo was planning to join; after a violent confrontation with Baldwin, however, the 
undercover investigator manages to charm the lodge’s bodymaster, thus winning the right to 
court the girl and a prominent place inside the organization. The unconventional nature of 
the lodge is already revealed during McMurdo’s initiation, a brutal ceremony in which the 
pledge is asked to give proof of personal courage and is finally branded with an incandescent 
iron; the whole affair recalls an Inquisition interrogation, with its own disturbing jury: 
McGinty sat at the head with a flat black velvet cap upon his shock of tangled black hair, and a 
coloured purple stole round his neck, so that he seemed to be a priest presiding over some diabolical 
ritual. To right and left of him were the higher lodge officials, the cruel, handsome face of Ted 
Baldwin among them. Each of these wore some scarf or medallion as emblem of his office. (p. 832) 
Doyle, initiated into Phoenix Lodge No. 257 in Southsea in 1887318 (28 years before the 
publication of VALL, in 1915), is careful to point out that this is indeed an exception:  
I'll tell you this, that when I was put upon this job I never believed there was such a society as yours. 
I thought it was paper talk, and that I would prove it so. They told me it was to do with the Freemen; 
so I went to Chicago and was made one. Then I was surer than ever that it was just paper talk; for I 
found no harm in the society, but a deal of good. Still, I had to carry out my job, and I came to the 
coal valleys. When I reached this place I learned that I was wrong and that it wasn't a dime novel 
after all. (p. 863) 
The allusion to a “dime novel” completes the impression given by the scene of the 
initiation, proving that if Doyle recognized the potentiality of the Gothic secret society plot, 
he also took mild precautions against accusations of sensationalism. The proceedings of the 
lodge are indeed as oppressive and murderous as its religious counterpart, inciting horror 
and fearful obedience in the majority of the population, and crushing under its iron fist the 
few brave who dare to challenge it. Even if McMurdo ultimately succeeds in bringing the 
Scowrers to an end, Baldwin manages to elude prison, and predictably chases the 
investigator and his (then) wife Ettie with unyielding hate. Finally, to locate him in England 
he requests the assistance of Moriarty and his organization: this is what seals McMurdo’s 
fate, since even if he kills Baldwin in self-defense, the diabolical professor refuses to let the 
matter rest, having him thrown overboard on his way to a new life in Cape Town. Not one, 
but two almighty, diabolical organizations combine in a novel which starts under bad omens, 
with the shadow of Moriarty looming behind a code message, and ends on a tragic note. The 
death of the Pinkerton investigator may well prove that only Sherlock can succeed where 
even an experienced and capable inspector fails, but it also implies that this kind of 
organization infiltrates not only the democratic but uncontrollable United States, but also a 
seemingly incorruptible Great Britain. If Moriarty accepts to cooperate with an American 
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gang, for instance, we might also suspect him capable of facilitating entrance to London to 
“Black Gorgiano,” the head of an Italian secret society in REDC. We learn that the man is 
there to eliminate Gennaro Lucca, a man who had refused to obey his criminal orders in the 
United States; naturally, Gorgiano also plans to abduct Lucca’s beautiful wife Emilia in the 
process; how he learnt where to trace the fugitives, however, remains a mystery. This 
adventure, published in 1911, already contains in embryonic form some of VALL’s 
functional elements, specifically a Pinkerton agent – who in this case is in London on 
Gorgiano’s trail – a code message and an American criminal organization. The Red Circle, 
a Neapolitan association allied with Carboneria, is led by a prototype of McGinty: Gorgiano 
and the Masonic bodymaster are both huge, swarthy men, with long black hairs and cruel 
eyes, and they rule with an iron fist over their subordinates; so merciless is the Italian, that 
he “earned the name of ‘Death’ in the south of Italy, for he was red to the elbow in murder” 
(p. 911). Considering Doyle’s opinion of the Latin countries (the “countries of 
assassination”, BRUC, p. 914), to point out that even his countrymen feared the murderous 
nature of Gorgiano as something monstrous is to remark on the exceptionality of his villainy. 
The gradual transformation of the nature of the organization also foreshadows the corruption 
of the Masonic lodge: Carboneria, a secret society of distinct masonic inspiration, had as its 
core a patriotic purpose, the unification and independence of Italy. The Red Circle, however, 
is depicted as an already corrupt collateral society, whose “oaths and secrets […] were 
frightful, but once within its rule no escape was possible” (p. 911), much like the American 
Scowrers. Its New York branch, founded by Gorgiano himself, completes the degenerative 
pattern: 
The funds of the society were raised by blackmailing rich Italians and threatening them with violence 
should they refuse the money. It seems that Castalotte, our dear friend and benefactor, had been 
approached. He had refused to yield to threats, and he had handed the notices to the police. It was 
resolved now that such an example should be made of them as would prevent any other victim from 
rebelling. At the meeting it was arranged that he and his house should be blown up with dynamite. 
(p. 912) 
The organization preys on integrated, lawful emigrants, a force to be reckoned with in 
London as much as in New York: the English Italian community is for instance protagonist 
of another of Holmes’ adventures, SIXN. Since Gorgiano already made himself responsible 
of recreating the illicit trades of the Red Circle in America, his presence in the British capital 
suggests that his perverse entrepreneurial spirit could have found a new breeding ground. 
Since Moriarty is “the organizer of half that is evil and of nearly all that is undetected in this 
great city” (FINA, p. 471), the prolonged presence of Gorgiano in London and the fact that 
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he was able to locate a man protected by both the American and the British police suggests 
that he might have received some external help from the almost omniscient professor. Even 
if this supposition remains unsupported by undisputable evidence, the textual traces which 
connect STUD to REDC and VALL still illuminate a pattern of progressive reinterpretation 
of the trope of the secret society: from a religious cult confined to the American frontier, to 
an Italian association penetrating first the United States and perhaps even Britain, to the 
establishment of an ascertainable cooperation between an American gang and Moriarty’s 
organization. The gradual degeneration of these once nobly inspired associations is then 
paired with the perturbing suggestion that their all-pervasive powers could enter unnoticed 
into orderly England, starting from its foreign subjects and quickly bonding with the local 
underworld.  
The fear of occult powers, and of espionage in particular, also prominently features in 
Holmes’ “political” adventures, those in which his services are employed by the highest 
spheres of the British establishment – his brother Mycroft included. With the exception of 
LAST, an unconventional story under many respects, these three cases (SECO; NAVA; 
BRUC) form a circumscribed group endowed with a certain internal coherence. Their plot 
is generally similar, to the point of repetitiveness, depicting the theft of a document of 
invaluable importance, either a treaty or some sort of military plan which, if it were to fall 
in the wrong hands, could severely impair the precarious international peace. A dedicated 
(and often young) clerk or functionary is suspected for the theft, which nobody has 
witnessed; an authoritative but not altogether stern superior paternally reproaches him, but 
wisely awaits the solution of the case to condemn him. Holmes initially struggles to piece 
together apparently contradictory clues, but finally identifies the culprit, invariably a man, 
and apprehends him in a more or less adventurous way. The official nature of the stolen 
document and its invariable centrality in British foreign policy is evidently linked to the 
tensed state of the international political climate: significantly, the last adventure to present 
this structure was BRUC, published in 1908. LAST, issued in 1917 but set in the August of 
1914, does include a German spy, but necessarily deals with this issue in a much different 
way: an impersonal heterodiegetic narrator replaces Watson, who nevertheless joins 
Sherlock in his patriotic effort; the limited but carefully chosen characters and the overtly 
nationalistic tones, moreover, reveal the propagandistic purpose of the tale. Yet this 
adventure was written during, and not before, the outbreak of the war; the anxiety that 
underlies the previous cases, on the other hand, is similar to that expressed by Henry Tilney 
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in Northanger Abbey: that a host of “voluntary spies”319 might surround the unaware British 
subject in an apparently safe environment. Crucially, another similarity in Holmes’ political 
adventures resides in the identity of the culprit, who is either a colleague or a relative of the 
zealous functionary initially suspected by the police. Only after having betrayed the trust of 
his countrymen does the thief contact a foreign spy to sell the stolen documents, confirming 
the destructive potential of a bilateral threat, coming both from the outside – from Britain’s 
rival countries – and from the inside, from the heart of the English houses and offices. This 
is incidentally the only kind of criminal that Holmes never fails to apprehend and to consign 
to justice, regardless of their motives or of their possible justifications, signalling that while 
revenge murder, for instance, can be condoned on some accounts, the betrayal of one’s own 
nation cannot.  
Some of these adventures, specifically those in which the thief is a relative of the man 
who was in charge of keeping the documents safe, also highlight the insidious nature of the 
relationship between the private and the public sphere. In SECO, in particular, a potentially 
dangerous letter is stolen and hidden by Hilda Trelawney Hope, the wife of the Secretary of 
State for European Affairs, under blackmail from a foreign agent. Her blackmailer, Eduardo 
Lucas, has discovered the existence of the said letter through the aid of an undiscovered spy 
in Trelawney Hope’s office, and has acquired a compromising letter written by Lady Hilda 
before her marriage in order to gain leverage. Lucas, the true culprit, is then found dead in 
his lodgings, and Lady Hilda is able to retrieve the letter and consign it to Holmes; what 
convinces the detective to absolve the woman, however, is that she only acted in fear of 
losing the love and trust of her husband: 
"[…] Put yourself in my position, Mr. Holmes! What was I to do?"  
"Take your husband into your confidence."  
"I could not, Mr. Holmes, I could not! On the one side seemed certain ruin, on the other, terrible as 
it seemed to take my husband's paper, still in a matter of politics I could not understand the 
consequences, while in a matter of love and trust they were only too clear to me. I did it, Mr. Holmes! 
[…]" (p. 664) 
For all his proclaimed distaste of women, Holmes certainly seems capable of a great deal 
of empathy, given that he stages an implausible prestidigitation trick to cover for Lady Hilda. 
He accepts her “womanly” concern about the safeguard of her family’s reputation as a 
perfectly valid motive, since the family unit is but the building block of the state, and the 
integrity of the one is instrumental to that of the other: anxieties concerning family and its 
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stability are indeed one of the pivotal driving forces in Sherlock Holmes’ adventures, as the 
following paragraph will illustrate.  
2. Threatened domestic harmony 
To say that family and its stability are significant issues in the Holmesian Canon would 
be a gross understatement: more than a half of the detective’s cases revolve around this 
essential topic. The frequent recurrence of such a theme in the adventures of a bachelor 
detective might at first appear incongruous, yet solitude is one of the most common attributes 
of the traditional hero, who is conventionally accompanied by a male associate, but lacks 
binding familial ties. The centrality of family and domestic life in Victorian society and 
culture, furthermore, necessarily translated into an almost obsessive concern about his 
preservation; Sherlock’s frequent involvement in this matter is entirely consistent with his 
role as defender of Victorian values. Despite their abundance, the cases connected with this 
specific sphere demonstrate a limited set of recurring patterns, as this is Doyle’s usual 
approach: those more explicitly reminiscent of Gothic dispossession plots; those concerned 
with a secret threatening domestic harmony; and those involving a “third party”, either 
depicting adultery or unhappy marriages.  
STUD, his first novel, distinctively conforms to the first set of adventures, presenting a 
persecuted maiden, abducted by a cult and forced to marry against her will the son of a 
villainous character seeking to take possession of her property. This classic Gothic plot, 
however, is soon reinterpreted to include a crucial issue of the Victorian public debate: the 
iniquity of the propriety law with respect to women’s patrimony. Already in 1869, Frances 
Power Cobbe denounced the fallacy of a system which required women to surrender their 
whole assets to their husband: 
 By the Common Law of England a married woman has no legal existence, so far as property is 
concerned, independently of her husband. The husband and wife are assumed to be one person, and 
that person is the husband. The wife can make no contract, and can neither sue nor be sued. Whatever 
she possess of personal property at the time of her marriage, or whatever she may afterwards earn or 
inherit, belongs to her husband, without control on her part. If she possess real estate, so long as her 
husband lives he receives and spends the income derived from it; being only forbidden to sell it 
without her consent. From none of her property is he bound to reserve anything, or make any 
provision for her maintenance or that of her children.320 
Women, Cobbe further arguments, had the same legal status as criminals, minors and 
the mentally ill, a state of affairs that could potentially degenerate into frauds and situations 
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of risk, as exposed by many of Collins’ novels. While The Woman in White and other 
Sensation novels tended to focus on the aristocracy, the cases in which Holmes deals with 
this specific issue largely give more prominence to the middle class, or, more precisely, to 
the categories of women that this law affected the most: 
[…] those who marry hurriedly or without proper advisers, and those whose property at the time of 
marriage is too small to permit of the expense of a settlement; in other words, the whole middle and 
lower ranks of women, and a certain portion of the upper ranks. 321 
This is admittedly the reason of Watson’s scruples in courting Mary Morstan while she 
is still eligible to inherit a vast fortune: his honesty forbids him to ask for her hand, knowing 
that he would immediately have to manage her newly acquired patrimony, upon which he 
had no claim. On the opposite end of the spectrum, in ILLU the nefarious Baron Gruner, 
already an uxoricide, plans on taking advantage of his charms and title to enter in possession 
of his fiancée considerable assets. The fact that the case is presented to Holmes by an agent 
of the eponymous “illustrious client” (likely the King himself) acting in lieu of the girl’s 
desperate father,  suggests that she is in fact an only child, and thus the recipient of all her 
family’s patrimony. By all means, the conduct kept by Baron Gruner presents many more 
parallels in the Canon with respect to the selflessness and honesty of the incomparable 
Watson, or Sherlock Holmes would be substantially less occupied. One of his first 
adventures, IDEN, sets out to demonstrate that “there is nothing so unnatural as the 
commonplace” (p. 191) through a seemingly commonplace case: Miss Mary Sutherland, a 
plain and good-natured stenographer, asks for Holmes’ advice when her fiancé, a certain 
Hosmer Angel, disappears before the wedding ceremony. The facts stand as follows: Miss 
Sutherland’s father, a thriving plumber, died some years before, and her mother quickly 
remarried with a man some fifteen years her younger, Mr. Windibank, a traveller in wines. 
Despite drawing a significant annual sum from an inheritance left to her by a New Zealander 
uncle, Miss Sutherland allows her mother and stepfather to manage her patrimony, spending 
only what she earns from her typewriting; she also leads a quite retired life, severely 
discouraged by Mr. Windibank from making new acquaintances. When she is invited to the 
“gasfitters’ ball”, however, Miss Sutherland adamantly insists on going; her stepfather 
disapprovingly leaves for France for business, so that the woman is able to attend the event 
with her mother. There she meets Mr. Hosmer Angel, a bearded, timid man who is eager to 
deepen their acquaintance during long evening walks: 
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He was a very shy man, Mr. Holmes. He would rather walk with me in the evening than in the 
daylight, for he said that he hated to be conspicuous. Very retiring and gentlemanly he was. Even his 
voice was gentle. He’d had the quinsy and swollen glands when he was young, he told me, and it had 
left him with a weak throat, and a hesitating, whispering fashion of speech. He was always well 
dressed, very neat and plain, but his eyes were weak, just as mine are, and he wore tinted glasses 
against the glare. (p. 194) 
The return of Mr. Windibank, who would not receive his stepdaughter’s suitor in the 
house, for “a woman should be happy in her own family circle” (p. 194), drives the couple 
to initiate a typewritten correspondence, until the setting of a date for the wedding. On the 
morning before the ceremony, an agitated Mr. Angel entreats his fiancée to remain faithful 
to him in spite of the circumstances, and then suddenly disappears, leaving her to fear for his 
safety. The shrewd modern reader entertains no such fears, as it is perfectly clear that nothing 
has befallen Mr. Angel: there never was a Mr. Angel in the first place, the poor girl being 
victim of a fraud staged by her stepfather and her own mother. The case is extremely linear 
for Holmes as well; so much so, that after the woman leaves he does not need to give it a 
second thought, dedicating his attention to chemical experiments instead. When Mr. 
Windibank visits Baker Street and denies the existence of proof to incriminate him, however, 
Sherlock uncharacteristically loses his composure:  
"The law cannot, as you say, touch you," said Holmes, unlocking and throwing open the door, "yet 
there never was a man who deserved punishment more. If the young lady has a brother or a friend, 
he ought to lay a whip across your shoulders. By Jove!" he continued, flushing up at the sight of the 
bitter sneer upon the man’s face, "it is not part of my duties to my client, but here’s a hunting crop 
handy, and I think I shall just treat myself to—" He took two swift steps to the whip, but before he 
could grasp it there was a wild clatter of steps upon the stairs, the heavy hall door banged, and from 
the window we could see Mr. James Windibank running at the top of his speed down the road. (p. 
201) 
Evidently this is not one of Holmes’ most terrifying adventures, almost verging on the 
humoristic in the villain’s demise; yet, the implication it suggests is quite disturbing in its 
own right, for far from being “happy in her own family circle”, Miss Sutherland is there 
swindled and deceived. The noble sentiments which should bind together the three family 
members are most cruelly perverted – her mother plots against her with her charming, 
younger husband, to maintain an economic privilege which is substantial, but certainly not 
opulent.  
SPEC and COPP, too, demonstrate how rich dowries or dynastic marriages are no longer 
the sole targets of tyrannical patriarchs, who when in dire straits will even turn to murder for 
more modest sums. In SPEC, for instance, Helen Stoner informs Holmes that her mother had 
disposed in her testament to bequeath her annual income of £1000 to her husband, with the 
provision that an undisclosed sum should be allowed to both of her daughters, were they to 
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marry. The detective meticulously researches the matter, and finds out that the initial sum 
must have somewhat thinned: 
The total income, which at the time of the wife’s death was little short of £1100, is now, through the 
fall in agricultural prices, not more than £750. Each daughter can claim an income of £250, in case 
of marriage. It is evident, therefore, that if both girls had married, this beauty would have had a mere 
pittance, while even one of them would cripple him to a very serious extent. (p. 265) 
To better comprehend the extent of these ciphers, a brief consultation of a quite intuitive 
instrument of conversion provided by the British National Archives322 indicates that an 
1890’s annual allowance of £750 roughly corresponds to £45.000 in 2005’s money. Were 
the two girls to marry, the residual sum of £250 would amount to no more than £15.000, a 
respectable allowance, but completely inadequate for the maintenance of Roylott’s manor 
and standard of living. For Dr. Roylott, marrying Miss Stoner’s mother amounted to an 
economic transaction aimed at replenishing the patrimony that he and his ancestors had 
dissipated, and to lose this patrimony to another man is not in his designs. His violent temper 
has nothing to do with the cold-blooded premeditation of his stepdaughters’ murder; the 
danger then resides equally in his deviant nature and in an antiquated, ill-advised law, which 
does nothing to prevent the occurrence of similar circumstances.  
COPP’s Mr. Rucastle might not resort to equally murderous resolutions, but he is 
similarly distressed at the thought that his daughter Alice’s annual provision should be lost 
to her new husband: 
"[…] Miss Alice had rights of her own by will, but she was so quiet and patient, […] that she […] 
just left everything in Mr. Rucastle’s hands. He knew he was safe with her; but when there was a 
chance of a husband coming forward, who would ask for all that the law would give him, then her 
father thought it time to put a stop on it. He wanted her to sign a paper, so that whether she married 
or not, he could use her money. When she wouldn’t do it, he kept on worrying her until she got brain-
fever, and for six weeks was at death’s door. Then she got better at last, all worn to a shadow, and 
with her beautiful hair cut off; but that didn’t make no change in her young man, and he stuck to her 
as true as man could be." 
"Ah," said Holmes, "[…] Mr. Rucastle then, I presume, took to this system of imprisonment?" 
"Yes, sir." 
"And brought Miss Hunter down from London in order to get rid of the disagreeable persistence of 
Mr. Fowler." (pp. 331-332) 
Mr. Fowler, Alice’s betrothed, noticeably asks for “all that the law would give him” 
[italics added], and not for a fair legal treatment of his beloved fiancée, so that the 
confinement of the girl and her substitution with the similar looking governess remains part 
of a game played between the two men. The already heinous conduct of a father who locks 
up his own convalescent daughter under the constant threat of a ravenous dog and hires an 
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(unaware) impersonator to discourage her suitor, was rendered even more repulsive by how 
it contradicted the Victorian perception of family as a stronghold against the menace of an 
indecipherable external world. In this sense, the exterior appearance of the house already 
denounces an unsettling discrepancy between the picture of tranquillity that Rucastle would 
like to project and the terrible secret that progressively finds its way out: the house is 
“whitewashed, but all stained and streaked with damp” (p. 324). The image of Rucastle 
pressuring his daughter to sign a contract, moreover, debunks the conception of the home as 
[…] a source of virtues and emotions which were nowhere else to be found, least of all in business 
and society, […] both a shelter from the anxieties of modern life, a place of peace where the desires 
of the heart might be realized (if not in fact, in imagination), and a shelter for those moral and spiritual 
values which the commercial spirit and the critical spirit were threatening to destroy, and therefore 
also a sacred place, a temple. 323 
Instead of finding shelter and support inside the family unit, Alice Rucastle is forced to 
face a domestic replica of a ruthless entrepreneurial mentality, so that high spiritual values 
are forsaken in their own sanctuary. The pattern that emerges in comparing these adventures 
is one that “domesticizes” the Gothic trope of the inheritance plot, recuperating its settings 
but adapting its core structure to a changed society. In Gothic and Sensation novels, for 
instance, the tyrant might be patriarchal, in the sense that he expresses a patriarchal frame of 
mind, but he is almost never paternal: fatherly figures are replaced by devious fathers in law, 
or at best by scheming uncles. As a matter of fact, fathers usually follow the fate of countless 
romance parents (both male and female) in dying before the narrated events, leaving the 
orphan hero and heroine to fend for themselves. This pattern also allows the application of 
another recurrent trope, that of the heroine’s threatened virginity, for the man who gives her 
shelter often becomes her persecutor. In Gothic novels and their later embodiments, then, 
the heroine was only rarely threatened by a paternal figure which retained her guardianship; 
the legitimacy of the system which allowed a woman’s patrimony to be transferred directly 
from her father to her husband was never questioned. In Victorian times, however, the 
cultural debate concerning this specific instance forced literature to acknowledge the issue, 
if not to offer possible solutions, and while Doyle never openly challenged this condition, 
he certainly pointed out its limitations.  
Moreover, while through the use of anagnorisis the Gothic novel ensured that the hero 
and heroine shared the same social and economic stature, the Victorian persecuted maiden 
became a victim of a reversal of this mechanism. To deceive her and acquire her assets, her 
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murderous fiancé and relatives pretend to be something they are not: virtuous, caring, and 
rich, subverting the trope of the destitute youth whose noble birth is concealed until the final 
revelation. When anagnorisis is maintained, it does not serve to reinstate order, rather 
providing further motives of anxiety concerning female inheritance and propriety laws. In 
SOLI, another governess-like figure is imperiled by a bequeathal of which she is the 
unknowing recipient, and involved in a scheme that initially bears partial similarities with 
COPP. Violet Smith, the music teacher protagonist of this second adventure, is offered an 
exceedingly overpaid position in the countryside, where mysterious events take place: while 
Violet Hunter was constantly observed by a man standing beside the house, Violet Smith is 
daily followed by the eponymous “solitary cyclist”. In both cases, these eerie circumstances 
prove to be a mere distraction from the secret that truly drives the adventure: Miss Smith is 
abducted and almost forced to marry a repulsive criminal, a man who already tried to kiss 
her against her will during her permanence at her employer’s house. Unbeknownst to her, 
her uncle died a rich but illiterate man in South Africa, and in absence of a testament, all of 
his patrimony is to be inherited by his next of kin, Miss Smith herself. Two scoundrels of 
his acquaintance, Mr. Carruthers and Mr. Woodley, concoct a scheme to lead the girl to 
marry one of them, in order to split the sum between them; Holmes’ timely intervention and 
the illegality of the procedure barely succeed in guaranteeing the girl’s safety. In this case, 
at least, the threat does not derive from a member of the heroine’s family, but the adventure 
still ascertains how even the undisputable blessing of an unexpected heredity can easily turn 
into a curse, for not all men prove equal to Watson’s moral stature. The story also marginally 
refers to another central topic in the Holmesian Canon, the inviolable sanctity of marriage 
as intended not in its traditionally religious sense, but in its equally substantial capacity of 
foundation of Victorian society. This is perhaps the institution that Holmes, outwardly 
depicted as an unfeeling automaton, strives more to protect and defend, and also the one in 
the name of which he repeatedly relents.  
Cases ascribable to the second and third pattern of threatened domestic harmony, the 
damning secret from the past and the “third party” plot, are the ones that probably better 
illustrate the manifest concern Doyle reserved to the preservation of family. Some of them, 
like TWIS, target its respectability, the exterior image of ordinariness and serenity that the 
family unit had to project. The vast majority of the adventures, however, is more concerned 
with the solidity of the bonds between its members, reflecting Doyle’s belief that “The 
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foundation of national life is not the family. It is the happy family.”324 The last type of 
adventure is by far the most common, often intersecting with the other two: second 
marriages, for instance, are the chief sources of distress in the stories analysed above. Critics 
have often ascribed this repetitiveness to a specific hardship in Doyle’s personal life: his first 
wife and mother of his first two children, Louise, was diagnosed with tuberculosis in 1893, 
with a prognosis of a few months. In 1897, when Louise had already defied all expectations 
thanks to the continuous care of her family, Doyle met and immediately fell in love with a 
young woman named Jean Leckie, which he married in 1907, a year after Louise’s death. 
For nine years, then, Doyle affectionately assisted his infirm wife while privately pining 
after the possibility of a happier match; even if he insisted to his family that the nature of his 
relationship with Miss Lekie was entirely decent, his passionate support of a reform of the 
existing divorce law was perhaps rooted in this painful experience. 
This biographical interpretation might be contested on the grounds that the theme of a 
past attachment preventing a new matrimonial bond already constitutes the outline of NOBL, 
a story published in 1892, five years before Doyle’s encounter with Miss Leckie. Yet the 
dynamics between characters in this adventure stand at the opposite pole with respect to the 
bulk of similarly themed cases: the abandoned groom, Lord St. Simon, almost admits to have 
chosen the free spirited American, Miss Hatty Doran, for her substantial dowry. The 
runaway bride, on the other hand, has settled to marry the aristocratic snob to please her 
father, while her heart still belonged to her secret first husband Frank, whom she believed to 
have died during an Apache attack on a mining camp. When Frank picks up the flower 
bouquet that she has dropped on her way to the church, then, Hattie decides to run away with 
her one true love and rightful husband, in this way restoring order and at the same time 
choosing a “happy family” over “family”. CROO (1893), in which the first, purest romantic 
bond is broken by a marriage founded on a gruesome secret, and the return of the long lost 
lover is tainted by angst and bitter regret, again places a positive value on the previous 
attachment, rather than on the second.  
The theme is then revisited in DANC (1903), after almost ten years of hiatus,325 in what 
appears to be a complete overturning of its basic outline, since a stable and happy marriage 
is shattered by the return of one of the wife’s suitors, an American criminal who shoots both 
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spouses. From this moment on, the unhappy or ill-fated union always seems to be the former, 
with its nefarious consequences menacing the harmony of the new and more promising 
relationship, or even impeding it altogether. One of the forms that this disruptive influence 
assumes is that of scandal, an anxiety that modern readers find hard to empathize with, but 
that could cause incalculable harm to the members of a respectable family. This angst 
derived from the unattainable – and unreasonable – moral standards which obsessed the 
European middle class during the second half of the 19th century, whose morbid fruits were 
first immortalized in the work of Henrik Ibsen. Doyle’s approach was significantly more 
conciliatory than that of his Norwegian colleague, yet a subtle critique of an 
uncompromising and alienating puritanism emerges distinctly in some of Holmes’ 
adventures. In SECO, for instance, it affects the ability to communicate of a couple that is in 
other respects quite functional, to the point that Mrs. Trewlaney Hope would rather consign 
a state document to a spy than taking her husband into her confidence: 
"Oh, Mr. Holmes, I would cut off my right hand before I gave him a moment of sorrow! There is no 
woman in all London who loves her husband as I do, and yet if he knew how I have acted—how I 
have been compelled to act—he would never forgive me. For his own honour stands so high that he 
could not forget or pardon a lapse in another. […] It was a letter of mine, Mr. Holmes, an indiscreet 
letter written before my marriage—a foolish letter, a letter of an impulsive, loving girl. I meant no 
harm, and yet he would have thought it criminal. Had he read that letter his confidence would have 
been forever destroyed. It is years since I wrote it. I had thought that the whole matter was forgotten. 
(p. 664) 
Clearly, Mr. Trewlaney Hope’s moral standards stand so high as to be unattainable, if a 
letter written in his wife’s youth and, for that matter, before their marriage, can cause him to 
cast aside in a moment years of happiness and communion. Such an attitude naturally ignites 
a vicious circle in which harmony is preserved at the cost of continuous secrets and acts 
which would earn even more contempt, if discovered, corrupting the foundations of a 
potentially successful marriage. The scenario presented in this adventure, however grim, 
does not represent the worst possible outcome of a similar situation, since scandal would add 
social stigma to an already painful and dysfunctional situation, an anxiety upon which 
Charles Augustus Milverton, the loathsome blackmailer in CHAS, has built a profession. 
The blackmail in broad terms recalls that in SECO, with Holmes’ client, Lady Eva 
Blackwell, asking the detective to retrieve some “imprudent” letters now in possession of 
Mr. Milverton, for they would cause her fiancé to break off the engagement on the eve of 
their wedding. Failing in successfully negotiating their restitution, Holmes and Watson set 
off to burglarize Milverton’s house, thus accidentally witnessing his dramatic homicide, 
carried out by an unnamed woman who wishes to avenge the death of her husband: 
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"It is I," she said, "the woman whose life you have ruined."  
Milverton laughed, but fear vibrated in his voice. "You were so very obstinate," said he. "Why did 
you drive me to such extremities? I assure you I wouldn't hurt a fly of my own accord, but every man 
has his business, and what was I to do? I put the price well within your means. You would not pay."  
"So you sent the letters to my husband, and he—the noblest gentleman that ever lived, a man whose 
boots I was never worthy to lace—he broke his gallant heart and died." (p. 580) 
The reader never learns what terrible secret could have caused this “gallant heart” to 
break: critics generally assume the “purloined” letters to detail an illicit affair, but given the 
precedents, it could easily amount to what we would now consider a trifle.326 What is most 
uncanny about this case, however, is the “method” applied by Milverton to amass the private 
documents on which he thrives: 
He allows it to be known that he is prepared to pay very high sums for letters which compromise 
people of wealth and position. He receives these wares not only from treacherous valets or maids, 
but frequently from genteel ruffians, who have gained the confidence and affection of trusting 
women. He deals with no niggard hand. I happen to know that he paid seven hundred pounds to a 
footman for a note two lines in length, and that the ruin of a noble family was the result. Everything 
which is in the market goes to Milverton, and there are hundreds in this great city who turn white at 
his name. (pp. 572-573) 
Ruffians who exploit “trusting women” (men are, apparently, less trusting according to 
Doyle) are an almost archetypal figure, and so is the conniving servant. Yet valets and maids 
here are not pictured scheming against their masters for comical relief or to assist the plans 
of a corruptive villain, but secretly stealing and selling the personal belongings of their 
employers. Members of the household, who are supposed to act as guardians of the 
respectability of the family for which they work, take advantage of their liberty of action and 
almost unnoticed presence to pry into its secrets instead, then callously exposing those whom 
they ought to protect. There is no safety, there is no escape from the constant scrutiny of the 
Victorian conventions; if the butler has not yet transformed into the most stereotypical 
murderer that there is, he at least behaves like a spy, extending the realm of the fear of 
espionage to the domestic walls. Milverton’s trade, moreover, reinterprets the trope of the 
rediscovered manuscript after Poe’s example, to invest it with uncanny implications. The 
letters that the blackmailer finds and presents to his victims at the least opportune moment, 
in order to maximize their monetary worth, suggests that the truth should remain buried, in 
order to maintain the Victorian society functional. In other words, its system of values and 
codified behaviours renders subterfuge a necessity, and the revealing of “truth” something 
to dread, so that “Truth” embodies at the same time the highest end of Victorian culture and 
the one invested with more anxiety.  
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The original title of the story, “The Adventure of the Worst Man in London”,327 clarifies 
with no shadow of a doubt that Milverton’s crime puts him in a worse category than 
murderers, forgers, kidnappers, and the limitless array of wrongdoers that Holmes 
encounters in his profession. He is, moreover, unstoppable by means of official law: 
What would it profit a woman, for example, to get him a few months’ imprisonment if her own ruin 
must immediately follow? His victims dare not hit back. If ever he blackmailed an innocent person, 
then indeed we should have him, but he is as cunning as the Evil One. (p. 573) 
It is hard to imagine that the law could consider a bundle of “imprudent” letters as 
incriminating evidence, but at the same time, they would prevent the victim to indict him for 
slander. If the indiscretion committed by the blackmailed was adultery, the clamour that 
would have surrounded the case alone would have been a deterrent powerful enough to 
detain any “respectable” woman to take legal action: 
It goes without saying that after marriage […] the Victorian ethic made fidelity the supreme virtue 
and sexual irregularity the blackest of sin. For a man to be called a moral person came to mean, 
almost entirely, that he was “not impure in conduct.” Adultery, especially in the case of a wife, and 
no matter what the extenuating circumstances, was spoken of with horror. A “feeble and erring 
woman” became, in fact, a social outcast. 328 
Social censure concerning this topic was so strict, that Doyle’s 1892 adventure CARD, 
containing hints of an illicit affair, was removed from The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes 
(1894) and only reinserted in later publications.329 The story notably deals with a sailor and 
his wife, thus removing the action from an aristocratic or even upper middle class 
environment; this precaution was however insufficient to significantly lessen its shocking 
value. Only the more lenient atmosphere established by the approaching war allowed the 
story to be republished, but Doyle remained careful not to take excessive advantage of 
extramarital affairs in his plots – a coherent choice, given the self-restraint that he exhibited 
during his own matrimonial “distraction”. As a matter of fact, only three more stories present 
instances of adulterine relationships, if we exclude the affair in which Irene Adler and the 
King of Bohemia were involved, and Lord Saltire’s illegitimate son in PRIO. One is 
connected to one of the most dangerous and ruthless criminals of the entire Canon, HOUN’s 
Stapleton, who initiates a liaison with Laura Lyons, a friend and protégée of Sir Charles, in 
order to use her as a pawn in his murderous plans. As per his custom, Doyle abstains from 
overtly referring to sexual encounters, only stating that Stapleton had promised to marry the 
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woman once his economic situation had been settled, a promise that he evidently had no 
intention to keep. The second is VEIL, an atypical adventure in that it offers no case, just a 
long and heartfelt confession. The mistreated wife of a vicious ringmaster, who ferociously 
beat her and his animals, admits to having planned his murder with her lover Leonardo, the 
strongman, who then left her to be mauled and disfigured by a lion. The final one recurs in 
RETI, one of Holmes’ last adventures, and while the diabolical “retired colourman” merely 
doubts his wife’s faithfulness, his punishment of her and her supposed lover is swift and 
certain, other than quite horrific: 
Observe what I found. You see the gas-pipe along the skirting here. Very good. It rises in the angle 
of the wall, and there is a tap here in the corner. The pipe runs out into the strong-room, as you can 
see, and ends in that plaster rose in the centre of the ceiling, where it is concealed by the 
ornamentation. That end is wide open. At any moment by turning the outside tap the room could be 
flooded with gas. With door and shutter closed and the tap full on I would not give two minutes of 
conscious sensation to anyone shut up in that little chamber. By what devilish device he decoyed 
them there I do not know, but once inside the door they were at his mercy. (p. 1120) 
In all four cases – CARD, HOUN, VEIL and RETI – Doyle, quite uncharacteristically for 
his times, places the responsibility of the illicit affair not on the woman, but on the 
circumstances: in CHAR, the distressed sailor is a drunkard, and his matrimonial relationship 
has additionally been tainted by the intervention of his jealous sister in law. In HOUN, Mrs. 
Lyons is at the mercy of a criminal mastermind that causes even Holmes to marvel at his 
brilliant cruelty, and she believed his wife, Beryl Garcia, to be his sister. In VEIL, the violent 
ringmaster is hated and feared by people and wild beasts alike, and in RETI the adultery is 
never proven, and Mr. Amberley, the murderer, is similarly a dangerous and perverse man 
who misused his wife. The intent of these cases is not to reinforce an already vigorous social 
condemnation of adultery, but rather to display of how the marital bond was exposed to both 
external and internal pressures, resulting in what Victorians believed to be an aberration. 
Stapleton is acts in a similar way to those “ruffians” who win the confidence of unsuspecting 
women and then sell their most intimate secrets for profits, corrupting an already troubled 
woman with his empty promises. The remaining two cases illustrate instead to what 
consequences an unhappy and even abusive marriage can lead, one of the themes that Doyle 
explored more. If the sanctity of family is menaced on all sides by a host of blackmailers, 
deceivers and duplicitous servants, lack of communication and an austere, uncompromising 
morality are only some of the internal issues that could cause its dissolution.  
The adventure which advocates the most for a better divorce law to put an end to the 
intolerable sufferings of mistreated wives, is without doubt ABBE (1904). The case initially 
presents itself as a burglary escalated in murder, with Lady Brackenstall, the wife of the 
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victim, testifying to being tied to a chair by three masked man, who subsequently killed her 
husband and stole the silver from the sideboard, even pausing to drink a glass of valuable 
wine on their way out of the house. Many details, however, seem to contradict this 
interpretation: the most significant is the fact that three burglars could feel so confident in a 
house full of servants as to stop to drink wine in the living room is already quite suspicious. 
Secondly, three men could certainly have overpowered Lord Brakenstall without needing to 
kill him; thirdly, the house had not been ransacked, and fourthly, Lady Brakenstall presents 
marks on her arms that could not have been caused by the rope with which she was bound. 
Through a minute investigation, Holmes comes to the conclusion that Lord Brakenstall has 
been murdered by a single man, probably a sailor, and within the full knowledge of Lady 
Brakenstall and her maid. Once having summoned the suspect, his deductions are proven 
correct: the sailor, Captain Crocker, and Lady Brakenstall, then Mary Fraser, had met during 
her crossing from Australia – her native land – to England, and the man had immediately 
fallen in love with her. They were never romantically involved, however, and Miss Fraser 
went on to marry Lord Brakenstall, only to fall into the hands of a brute: the marks that 
Holmes noticed on her arms, for instance, were caused by stabs that he inflicted upon her 
with a pin. It is one of these scenes of domestic violence, which causes Captain Croker to 
lose his temper: 
Well, gentlemen, I was standing with her just inside the window, in all innocence, as God is my 
judge, when he rushed like a madman into the room, called her the vilest name that a man could use 
to a woman, and welted her across the face with the stick he had in his hand. I had sprung for the 
poker, and it was a fair fight between us. See here, on my arm, where his first blow fell. Then it was 
my turn, and I went through him as if he had been a rotten pumpkin. Do you think I was sorry? Not 
I! It was his life or mine, but far more than that, it was his life or hers, for how could I leave her in 
the power of this madman? That was how I killed him. Was I wrong? Well, then, what would either 
of you gentlemen have done, if you had been in my position? (p. 649) 
The answer is soon provided, since Holmes, with all his dramatic flair, improvises an 
unofficial trial to deliberate on the fate of the man: 
"Now, look here, Captain Crocker, this is a very serious matter, though I am willing to admit that 
you acted under the most extreme provocation to which any man could be subjected.[…] I have so 
much sympathy for you that, if you choose to disappear in the next twenty-four hours, I will promise 
you that no one will hinder you."  
"And then it will all come out?"  
"Certainly it will come out."  
The sailor flushed with anger.  
"What sort of proposal is that to make a man? I know enough of law to understand that Mary would 
be held as accomplice. Do you think I would leave her alone to face the music while I slunk away? 
No, sir, let them do their worst upon me, but for heaven's sake, Mr. Holmes, find some way of keeping 
my poor Mary out of the courts."  
Holmes for a second time held out his hand to the sailor.  
"I was only testing you, and you ring true every time. Well, it is a great responsibility that I take upon 
myself, but I have given Hopkins an excellent hint and if he can't avail himself of it I can do no more. 
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See here, Captain Crocker, we'll do this in due form of law. You are the prisoner. Watson, you are a 
British jury, and I never met a man who was more eminently fitted to represent one. I am the judge. 
Now, gentleman of the jury, you have heard the evidence. Do you find the prisoner guilty or not 
guilty?"  
"Not guilty, my lord," said I.  
"Vox populi, vox Dei. You are acquitted, Captain Crocker. So long as the law does not find some 
other victim you are safe from me. Come back to this lady in a year, and may her future and yours 
justify us in the judgment which we have pronounced this night!" (pp. 649-650) 
In this case, Holmes takes it upon himself to accomplish what the law is unable to do: 
sanctioning the dissolution of an abusive marriage, in order to encourage the formation of a 
new and healthier bond. The fact that Watson, an ordinary but ethically irreprehensible man, 
pronounces himself favourably with respect to this matter, is further proof that before all 
else, what must be ensured is the haleness of the fundamental institution of Victorian society. 
Nor is this the only case in the Canon, in which a bad marriage leads to dramatic 
consequences: in some adventures, marriages that are simply unhappy can set tragedy in 
motion with equal ease as those which picture violent or abusive unions. In THOR, for 
instance, the incompatibility between Mr. Gibson and his Brazilian wife is exasperated by 
the arrival of a reflexive, quiet and intelligent English governess, a better match for her 
employer, who is nevertheless forced to remain with his wife. The woman, half mad with 
grief and jealousy, decides to take her own life while at the same time staging a murder 
scene, hoping to prevent any future happiness between Gibson and the governess. In DEVI, 
the grievous consequences of the inheritance plot crush the hopes of the great and noble Dr. 
Sterndale:  
"Yes, Brenda Tregennis," repeated our visitor. "For years I have loved her. For years she has loved 
me. There is the secret of that Cornish seclusion which people have marvelled at. It has brought me 
close to the one thing on earth that was dear to me. I could not marry her, for I have a wife who has 
left me for years and yet whom, by the deplorable laws of England, I could not divorce. For years 
Brenda waited. For years I waited. And this is what we have waited for." A terrible sob shook his 
great frame, and he clutched his throat under his brindled beard.  (p. 968) 
This man, a lion hunter who has lived for many years “among the savages and beyond 
the law” (p. 967), has been cruelly wronged not by the African colonies, but by his own 
native country. The impassioned speech that he gives after his beloved Brenda dies before a 
solution to their impasse could be found (annulment, or a new divorce law, or the death of 
his wife) is also one of Doyle’s most concrete political stances in the Canon.  
Overall, consistently with what might be inferred by Collins’ novels, the English law and 
conventions seem to be rather an impediment then an aid in the management of a healthy 
private life. Family life was subjected to the same economic rules which regulated public 
life, but it lacked the safeguards which could normalize it accordingly. The obstinate 
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perception of marriage as a holy communion of spirits, a safe haven from the brutality of the 
external world, clashed with its practical handling as a legal contract, which was moreover 
quite unfavourable to one of the signatories. This idealization of what was previously 
considered as a contract – at least by the upper classes – also entitled both spouses to look 
for a true life partner in the other, and as a consequence, to wish to put an end to the marriage 
if this was not the case. Holmes’ adventures dramatize similar cases, which the official 
regulations did not take into account, demonstrating how with the intention of preserving the 
“traditional” idea of family, the British government was in fact denaturing it. In so doing, 
Doyle tangentially referenced other pressing issues, like women’s handling of their 
patrimony, but also female agency and occupation, thus recording the evolution of the 
persecuted maiden into a thoroughly Victorian creature.  
3. “Victims” or “queens”: persecuted maidens and independent women 
The adventures of Sherlock Holmes have traditionally been read as “boy’s adventures”, 
a gentlemanly world in which women assume at best a supporting, almost decorative role. 
The great detective is a man, his associate is a man, the policemen and inspectors with which 
he either rivals or cooperates are men, the “Baker Street irregulars” are boys, and even the 
dogs that he sometimes employs in his searches are males. One would think this club of 
restless gentlemen would have no significant roles to play for female characters; and yet, 
one would be wrong. The next assumption would be that women do enter in the Holmesian 
Canon, but only as victims: and this, too, would be a partial mistake. After all, Kayman’s 
statement that “women have been a constant as victims of crime since the three Dupin 
cases”330 is for the most part quite right; only, Holmesian women often show a high degree 
of resilience in the face of such victimizations. In extreme cases, their portrayal can also 
transform them from victims into oppressors, but this only happens in a limited amount of 
cases; generally speaking, when these women take action, it is to actively help with the 
inquest. Before dealing in greater detail with some of the most significant figures Doyle 
presents, however, it is necessary to discuss in broader terms the Victorian conception of 
woman and of her social function.  
In Woman and the Demon, Nina Auerbach argues that the traditional literary distinction 
of women in two categories, the “victim” and the “queen”, in Victorian times is “further 
narrowed into three character types specific to the needs and institutions of their age: the 
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angel/demon, the old maid, and the fallen woman.”331 This model can be completed by the 
inclusion of a figure more connected to the fin de siècle than with the early years of 
Victorianism: the New Woman, a term firstly used by Sarah Grand in her article “The New 
Aspect of the Woman Question” (1894) to indicate a new class of independent women. The 
first category, that of the angel/devil, is a reinterpretation of the characteristically Victorian 
figure of the “Angel in the House,” which takes into account both the traditional 
interpretation given to this concept, and its specular double. The definition notoriously 
derives from Coventry Patmore’s eponymous poem, a portrayal of the “ideal” woman, a wife 
and mother whose primary task and source of contentment is the happiness and comfort of 
the members of her family. The poem was brilliantly satirized by Virginia Woolf in her 
speech delivered before a branch of the National Society for Women’s Service in 1931, later 
published as an essay under the title “Professions for Women” (1938): 
You who come of a younger and happier generation may not have heard of her – you may not know 
what I mean by the Angel in the House. I will describe her as shortly as I can. She was intensely 
sympathetic. She was immensely charming. She was utterly unselfish. She excelled in the difficult 
arts of family life. She sacrificed herself daily. If there was chicken, she took the leg; if there was a 
draught she sat in it – in short she was so constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of her own, 
but preferred to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others. Above all […] she was pure. 
Her purity was supposed to be her chief beauty – her blushes, her great grace. In those days – the last 
of Queen Victoria – every house had its Angel.332 
Parodic interpretations, in extrapolating the most significant characteristics of the target 
of their irony in order to criticize it with more efficacy, have the virtue of pointing these 
features out with a certain clarity. Woolf’s brief assessment of the concept of the “Angel in 
the House” manages to brilliantly encapsulate its essence in a few sentences, while at the 
same time highlighting its shortcomings. Against the first stirrings of women’s movements, 
thinkers and scientists of the end of the century proposed a model of woman as 
complementary to man. Biological differences, argued for instance Spencerian biologists, 
were at the core of the differentiation of gender roles, for the maximization of the feminine 
reproductive function demanded an early arrest of women’s development. Her role within 
society, and specifically within the family, was dictated by her biological functions of 
childbearing and childrearing:  
The development of the middle-class home and family in the nineteenth century involved a new kind 
of division of labour: the moral and reproductive labour of the wife and mother within the private 
domestic sphere, and the competitive, economic, productive labour of the husband in the public 
sphere of industry, commerce and politics. […] Woman was to wield her influence in the domestic 
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sphere, while man exercised his power in the hazardous, hostile, public domain. However, since the 
chief duty of a woman […] was to sacrifice herself to the physical and emotional needs of others and, 
above all, to submit to her husband, woman’s power was somewhat problematic, if not entirely 
illusory.333 
The Victorian Angel, as is plain to see, was a creature of contradictions: her kingdom was 
the house, where with firm hand she organized the daily life of her family; in her kingdom, 
however, she was to be subservient, accommodating and constantly pleasing, and submissive 
to her husband in all. Her primal and highest function was reproduction, and yet, she had to 
be pure to the outmost; she was the “priestess of the fireplace”, the custodian of the sheltered 
life of the home, but she could not legally dispose of it, nor of her children, whose custody 
was given to the father in case of divorce. Above all, she was selfless: to please was not only 
her duty, but her greatest pleasure; to better the life of those around her, to incite them to 
better themselves, while refusing the same opportunity for herself, was her privilege. 
Whether similarly angelic individuals ever walked this Earth it is debatable, but literature 
unquestionably thrived on their representation: among many others, David Copperfield’s 
Agnes, with her benevolent, maternal disposition and her iconic hand raised to the Heavens, 
is an unparalleled specimen of the kind. Her polar opposite, what Auerbach identifies as the 
“demon”, is probably best embodied by Lady Audley: threatening rather than reassuring, 
unplaceable and mysterious, she betrays the fundamental essence of the Victorian woman: 
as a wife, she commits bigamy, and as a mother, she forfeits the care of her son. Instead of 
focusing on the well-being of her family and friends, her efforts are absorbed by her own 
survival and successful reinvention of her identity, an objective for which she is willing to 
sacrifice everything else: in short, she is selfish rather than selfless. While the Angel is 
homebound, moreover, the Demon exhibits a significantly higher degree of mobility, not 
only in the construction of a personal identity, but also in the physical exploration of space. 
Actresses, significantly, are another befitting example of this kind of woman: changing their 
persona and their appearance with each new representation, they are also extremely mobile, 
touring from city to city and often from state to state. Finally, the unsettling existence of the 
Demon is inextricably linked to that of the Angel, of which she is the uncanny double, the 
personification of the dissociative identity generated by conflicting requirements. Her 
presence haunts the texts in which she appears by reminding the public of their deepest 
anxieties, those connected to the perception of private life and to the sanctity of family, and 
of the precariousness of this construction.  
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While the Demon is usually punished for her deviation from the norm – Lady Audley, for 
instance, is institutionalized – the same is not always true for another alter ego of the Angel: 
the fallen woman. The fate of this specific incarnation of the Victorian woman is indeed 
unpredictable: on the one hand, the commiserative Dickensian portrayals of Martha and 
Emily in David Copperfield or of the tempted Louisa in Hard Times frame fallen women as 
objects of compassion, sorrowful creatures to be treated with pity. Their “fall” is invariably 
related to an illicit sexual encounter, thus violating the ideal of “purity” promulgated by their 
angelical counterparts; usually seduced by an inconstant lover, these women’s fate is a slow 
descent into debasement. Only the unconditional love of a male figure can save them from 
this destiny of grief and degradation, and this figure must naturally take the guise of a father, 
suppressing any possible sexual undertone in the repentance of the fallen woman. In David 
Copperfield, for instance, Emily is the only person who comes to the aid of the disgraced 
Martha, offering her money to start a new life in London, where nobody knows of her or of 
her guilt.  Nonetheless, Emily’s empathy and her tremendous fear of Martha’s fate do not 
suffice in preventing her from running away with the inconstant Steerforth. Only Mr. 
Peggotty, and his fatherly forgiveness and care, can restore her to respectability, a 
reinvention which notably takes place in Australia, the land which Dickens associated with 
new opportunities.   
This, on the other hand, was not the sole possible representation of women whose 
sexuality deviated from the Victorian norm: 
They were the “grandes horizontals,” women too peripatetic – too short-term – to be called 
mistresses, but much too stylish, too attractive, and too rich to be grouped with the tuppenny drabs 
of Whitechapel under the label of prostitutes. They moved in society, indeed were looked up to in 
matters of beauty and style, much as television sex goddesses are in the 1980s: that was how women 
wanted to look, although one couldn't quite condone their sexual behaviour. After all, they had sexual 
intercourse with men for money.334 
“Adventuresses” like Laura Bell, Cora Pearl, Catherine Walters or Caroline Otero, whose 
professions ranged from acting to exotic dancing, while publicly condemned for their 
outrageous behaviours, were privately sought after for the attention they attracted. Like 
Godfrey Ablewhite’s mistress in The Moonstone, they enjoyed luxuries that “honest” 
middle-class women could only dream of: they dressed in the finest silk, visited the theatre 
and the Opera, and were invited to the best parties (if not to the most respectable), all on the 
expenses of their illicit lovers. The very requirements of the bourgeois standards of living of 
the time encouraged this state of affairs: 
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Paradoxically, marriage and proper femininity were seen both as being threatened by prostitution, 
and also as its cause. The middle-class custom of delaying marriage until a husband could support a 
household of normative bourgeois gentility, combined with the ideology of proper feminine sexuality 
to produce that ‘fractured sexuality’ which gave rise to the ‘psychopathological demand which 
prostitution satisfied’. […] Middle-class marriage customs […] were persistently linked to what was 
perceived to be the growing preference among middle-class men for keeping mistresses rather than, 
or in addition to, marrying. 335 
The adventuress presents a successful alternative to the Angel, one that the norms of 
Victorian society are not powerful enough to suppress: on the contrary, she emerges 
precisely from the prudish suppression of a healthy sexuality, and from the rigid structuring 
of the natural institution of family. Their dangerousness resides in their disruptive capacity, 
since they show that deviation from codified social and sexual behaviours is not an object of 
pity or derision, but a viable alternative to a hypocritical way of life. Auerbach recognizes 
this disturbing potential in another, less glamorous figure: that of the old maid. Often 
portrayed as grotesque and malevolent in Victorian bourgeois novels, the old maid inherits 
the connotation of querulous meddler from a long tradition of classical figures, but her fin 
de siècle incarnation is problematized by a “steadily rising percentage of unmarried 
women”.336 While not outwardly challenging the institutional order, the spinster shuns it by 
evading its conventions: she is not inscribed in the ordering structure of the family, and thus 
she is more difficultly governable. If the highest scope of a woman is to be a mother and a 
wife, the old maid is neither of them, having wasted away her existence and negated her own 
realization. Her narrative portrayal oscillates between victimization – a lone woman is 
inevitably an easier target for fraudsters and thieves – and viciousness, dictated by a bitter 
envy of the open possibilities offered by youth. The unyielding Cornelia Carlyle in East 
Lynne, for instance, is one of the primary agents of Lady Isabel’s fall, refusing to cede control 
over the household to her, and thus impeding her from taking her rightful place as “queen” 
of the house. Miss Murdstone, the fiendish sister of David Copperfield’s stepfather, operates 
in precisely the same way, slowly breaking the will of David’s gentle and frail mother; her 
polar opposite, Betsey Trotwood, cannot be labelled as a spinster, since her strength of 
character has been forged by the painful ending of a bad marriage.  
While these embodiments of the concept of woman in the Victorian era derived  in various 
degrees from previous representations or articulations of it, the New Woman was, as her 
name indicates, an almost revolutionary way of understanding femininity. A vast and 
heterogeneous group uniting Oxbridge educated aristocrats and lower middle-class typists 
                                                          
335 Pykett, Lyn, The ‘Improper Feminine’, cit., p. 65.  
336 Auerbach, Nina, op. cit., p. 109.  
206 
  
and clerks, New Women nonetheless shared as a common feature a yearning for 
independence. For formally educated, upper class women this term usually indicated a 
conscious stance against the patriarchal organization of society, and a concrete involvement 
in the new feminists organizations that were starting to take shape at the end of the century. 
The middle-class subgroup, the one that most prominently figures in the Canon, was mostly 
composed of “young, self-supporting, mostly unmarried women,”337 driven at least partially 
by a less idealistic and more practical economic necessity. Nonetheless, in so doing it still 
challenged the Victorian ideal of the homebound woman: 
This was what was “new” about the New Woman, the upper- or middle-class figure who came to 
symbolize feminist advancement: before the 1880s and 1890s, many British women had worked or 
held other public roles, but now such a life was extolled as a new choice or liberty for women who 
might otherwise have married or stayed home.338 
This freedom of movement was also represented by what became the material signifier 
of the New Woman: the bicycle, a transport system which demanded physical exertion – and 
thus, more comfortable, less constraining gowns – and which significantly did not encourage 
the presence of a chaperon. A similar challenge to social order could not go unnoticed, and 
magazines like the Punch aimed a scathing criticism at attitudes which were perceived to be 
masculine, quixotic and preposterous. Satirical illustrations portrayed bloomers-wearing 
New Women intent on performing some “masculine” action, like smoking or hunting, all 
the while commonly passing on an outlandish remark. The entity of this smear campaign 
clearly attests the magnitude of the impact of this newly found female independence on the 
public perception of woman, and the underlying disquiet that this provoked. Like the 
adventuress, the New Woman exited the “angelic” female domain of the home, but in 
addition to that, she tested her skills in man’s kingdom, the public sphere of labour – at least 
temporarily, for marriage remained the ultimate aspiration of these women, too.  
All of these womanly figures, aside from the Demon, enter the Holmesian Canon as 
prominent characters, villains or victims, depending on their specifications. This notable 
absence is a natural consequence of the normative intent of Holmes’ adventures: while fallen 
women and old maids can be brought back to order through victimization, and angels, 
adventuress and New Women through other kinds of disciplination – generally, marriage – 
the Demon remains too subversive for bland normalizing attempts. It is in the nature of 
Holmes’ occupation to either assist or neutralize, but the only neutralizing effort which could 
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be carried out against the Demon, literature suggested, was either physical elimination or 
institutionalization, two alternatives which were too overtly sensational to be enforced in the 
“rational” Canon. It remains in the hands of the remaining figures, therefore, to demonstrate 
what the role of women in Holmes’ adventure is, within a discernible differentiation in 
separate categories of Victorian womanhood.  
3.1.  Holmesian Angels 
Perfect “Angels in the House” are a rare sighting in Holmes’ adventures, perhaps because 
a cloistered, respectable and accommodating Victorian woman was not supposed to find 
herself in unusual circumstances, and perhaps by virtue of Doyle’s vocation for realism. 
Nonetheless, a first appearance of this unearthly creature already recurs in STUD, embodied 
by Mary Morstan, Watson’s future wife: 
  Miss Morstan entered the room with a firm step and an outward composure of manner. She was a 
blonde young lady, small, dainty, well gloved, and dressed in the most perfect taste. […] Her face 
had neither regularity of feature nor beauty of complexion, but her expression was sweet and amiable, 
and her large blue eyes were singularly spiritual and sympathetic. In an experience of women which 
extends over many nations and three separate continents, I have never looked upon a face which gave 
a clearer promise of a refined and sensitive nature. (p. 94) 
Miss Morstan is, as it happens, an only child and an orphan, so that she lacks masculine 
protection: for this reason, she is forced to exit her rightful sphere in order to seek help from 
a professional. Her description is entirely consistent with the traditional canons of angelic 
beauty: blonde, blue-eyed, “spiritual and sympathetic”, she has no equal in at least three 
continents – and Watson was, Holmes often assures us, quite the ladies’ man. This initial 
impression is repeatedly confirmed during the course of the adventure; her reaction to the 
unexpected finding of Bartholomew Sholto’s lifeless body is, for instance, quite proper: 
The police had brought a cab with them, and in this I escorted Miss Morstan back to her home. After 
the angelic fashion of women, she had borne trouble with a calm face as long as there was some one 
weaker than herself to support, and I had found her bright and placid by the side of the frightened 
housekeeper. In the cab, however, she first turned faint, and then burst into a passion of weeping,—
so sorely had she been tried by the adventures of the night. (p. 115)  
Watson’s imagery and use of adjectives is quite revealing, as usual: a true Madonna (her 
own name evokes her ethereal state) her most striking qualities are undoubtedly her spirit of 
sacrifice, her selflessness and her attentive disposition. Nonetheless, the gruesome events of 
the night were bound to have some effect on a delicate and sheltered creature like her, and 
sure enough, when she is safely placed in a man’s custody, the customary womanly 
symptoms of distress make themselves known. Possibly for this reason, this is the last of 
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Mary Morstan’s sorties: while Holmes and Watson perlustrate every inch of London in 
search of Small and of the treasure, she waits for the return of her heroes in the secure retreat 
of her home. Romance echoes not only in this maidenly vigil, but also in the almost pictorial 
encounter which precedes Watson’s proposal: 
She was seated by the open window, dressed in some sort of white diaphanous material, with a little 
touch of scarlet at the neck and waist. The soft light of a shaded lamp fell upon her as she leaned 
back in the basket chair, playing over her sweet, grave face, and tinting with a dull, metallic sparkle 
the rich coils of her luxuriant hair. One white arm and hand drooped over the side of the chair, and 
her whole pose and figure spoke of an absorbing melancholy. At the sound of my foot-fall she sprang 
to her feet, however, and a bright flush of surprise and of pleasure colored her pale cheeks. (p. 141) 
There is something unmistakably programmatic in this description, for reminiscences of 
religious art, and of the Annunciation in particular, abound: Mary, seating by an open 
window and looking out in pensive contemplation, is illuminated by a ray of warm light. 
The dress, white and “diaphanous” with red lining, the hair apparently loosened in coils, and 
finally the dynamism caused by the surprise of an unexpected visit, again pertain more to 
the sacred representations of the Virgin than to an appropriate Victorian setting. The 
announcement that she is to receive, however, is far more earthly: the treasure is lost, and 
Watson is free to ask for her hand. A traditional happy ending, in this case decidedly more 
bourgeois than those portrayed in Gothic tales of disposessment, concludes the case and 
restores order, which the colonial presence had upset. Significantly, order in this case entails 
the possibility for Mary to finally fulfil her role as the “Angel in the House,” later confirmed 
by the almost implausible degree of tolerance and sympathy that she demonstrates in letting 
her husband take off at the most disgraceful hours to join the detective in his expeditions.  
Another example of angelic woman, this time decidedly less enchanting and gentle, can 
be recognized in the depiction of Violet de Merville in ILLU. The victim of a true Gothic 
villain, the Austrian Baron Gruner, Miss de Melville is so fanatically devoted to her soon-
to-be husband, that even a conversation with a woman he has forever ruined is incapable of 
bringing her back to her senses. Her representation is, once again, pictorial: 
She is beautiful, but with the ethereal other-world beauty of some fanatic whose thoughts are set on 
high. I have seen such faces in the pictures of the old masters of the Middle Ages. How a beastman 
could have laid his vile paws upon such a being of the beyond I cannot imagine. […] All my hot 
words could not bring one tinge of colour to those ivory cheeks or one gleam of emotion to those 
abstracted eyes. I thought of what the rascal had said about a post-hypnotic influence. One could 
really believe that she was living above the earth in some ecstatic dream. (pp. 991-992) 
If Mary Morstan evokes one of the serene Virgins of the Renaissance, of the kind of Fra 
Angelico’s Annunciations, Miss de Merville reminds more of Giotto’s Madonna Enthroned, 
with her hieratic, almost severe visage. Holmes ascribes her fixity of purpose to the almost 
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hypnotic power exercised by Baron Gruner, and yet her conduct is merely an overzealous 
application of the Victorian ideal of Angel: she obeys her father in all, except for the subject 
of her engagement, upon which her future husband is for her the sole authority. She is 
unpliable, ascetic and cold, lacking the amiability of the proper Angel, but in every other 
respect conforming to the obedience and admiration of the patriarchal figure which was 
required from Victorian women.  
A warmer, more likable but otherwise almost identical character can be found in BERY, 
where one of the innumerable Holmesian Marys, Mary Holder, is similarly deceived by an 
adventurer who uses her to steal a prized royal jewel. Her adoptive father (and uncle), Mr. 
Holder, describes her in gloating terms: 
She is a sunbeam in my house—sweet, loving, beautiful, a wonderful manager and housekeeper, yet 
as tender and quiet and gentle as a woman could be. She is my right hand. I do not know what I could 
do without her. In only one matter has she ever gone against my wishes. Twice my boy has asked 
her to marry him, for he loves her devotedly, but each time she has refused him. (p. 305) 
Yet her unwavering obedience and good-naturedness fails her when she is asked to 
commit a crime by the man who has promised to marry her: in this case, the submission 
which she owes to her father is transferred to the man she idolizes. If this is above all an 
example of innocence and of the nefarious effects of blind infatuation, it also problematizes 
the continuous urge to subservience to which Victorian women were subjected. What Miss 
Morstan, Miss de Merville and Miss Holder have in common, aside from their angelic nature, 
is an utter passivity: Mary Morstan, for instance, waits for the treasure to be delivered to her, 
and faints when confronted with the tragic reality of its quest. Miss de Merville is 
unmovable, waiting in her castle-like mansion to become the property of a Gothic villain, 
and Mary Holder, having consigned the jewel in the hands of her devious suitor, lets her 
cousin – and her beloved stepfather’s son – be incriminated for the theft. Their angelic 
disposition is positive and endearing when isolated from the outside world, but when danger 
penetrates the domestic space, as it so often does in the Canon, it becomes a hindrance, rather 
than a virtue. Since the Angel in the House is unable to fully perform her role of guardian of 
the fireplace precisely on account of the submission that is required of her, the viability of 
this model stands contradicted by its practical implementations. Even Mary Morstan, the 
first and positive example of angelic woman, is not allowed a long reign: in EMPT, Watson 
speaks of an unspecified “sad bereavement” that allows him to lodge with Sherlock again, 
this probably being a concise obituary to his (first) wife, and to the Victorian Angel.  
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3.2.  Adventuresses and Fallen Women 
For Sherlock and Sherlockians, she is “The Woman”: the feared, beloved, and thoroughly 
studied “well-known adventuress, Irene Adler” (p. 165). Her character is so compelling, that 
the first Sherlockian Society to be founded by women, “The Adventuresses of Sherlock 
Holmes,”339 contains an evident nod to her occupation in its name. Her curriculum, as 
summarized by Holmes in his invaluable index, is quite substantial: 
"Let me see!" said Holmes. "Hum! Born in New Jersey in the year 1858. Contralto—hum! La Scala, 
hum! Prima donna Imperial Opera of Warsaw—yes! Retired from operatic stage—ha! Living in 
London—quite so! Your Majesty, as I understand, became entangled with this young person, wrote 
her some compromising letters, and is now desirous of getting those letters back."  (p. 165) 
The only woman to ever beat Sherlock Holmes, Miss Adler is evidently quite 
extraordinary, having reached the apex of the singing career and retired at a young age – 
even if Holmes’ reference to her as a “young person” could be less concerned with her age 
than with her social status. Her sudden departure from the operatic world was with all 
probability motivated by the start of her relationship with the King of Bohemia, on the nature 
of which there can be no doubts. Yet in this, too, she is rather unconventional, even for an 
adventuress: cast aside by the King, she does not replace him with an equally rich and 
powerful man, but holds on to her dignity, refusing to yield to her former lover’s requests. 
This datum suggests that she was never interested in money, as confirmed by the fact that 
she refuses to be paid off by the King; in her blackmail, furthermore, she never asks for a 
ransom, her only focus being the ruin of the man. In this purpose, she is steadfast and 
implacable, refusing to relent even after the harassment she is subjected to in the King’s 
attempt at recovering the letter: 
"It must be recovered." 
"We have tried and failed."  
"Your Majesty must pay. It must be bought."  
"She will not sell."  
"Stolen, then." 
"Five attempts have been made. Twice burglars in my pay ransacked her house. Once we diverted 
her luggage when she travelled. Twice she has been waylaid. There has been no result." 
"No sign of it?"  
"Absolutely none." 
Holmes laughed. "It is quite a pretty little problem," said he. (p. 166) 
Holmes’ delight at the resourcefulness of his new opponent is already quite evident; when 
he finds out that she has followed him home dressed in man’s clothes, and even dared to 
                                                          
339 The Baker Street Irregulars, founded in 1934, refused membership to women until 1991. 
211 
  
wish him goodnight without being recognized, his amazement is complete. Her next step is, 
however, even more surprising:  
[…] you will find the nest empty when you call to-morrow. As to the photograph, your client may 
rest in peace. I love and am loved by a better man than he. The King may do what he will without 
hindrance from one whom he has cruelly wronged. I keep it only to safeguard myself, and to preserve 
a weapon which will always secure me from any steps which he might take in the future. (p.175) 
What sort of adventuress, and as bright as she is, moves from entertaining a power play 
with a king and the most brilliant man in Britain, to marrying an anonymous solicitor and 
vanishing into a retreated life? Her final victory resides in her keeping the letters and the 
photograph that the King desperately wished to retrieve, and sending Holmes a different 
picture of herself in substitution. Miss Adler was never after money, and she was never after 
power or control: her actions were dictated by her refusal to attune to a label, that of 
“renowned adventuress”, which crucially only the King of Bohemia uses to refer to her. 
There is no evidence, in Holmes’ index or anywhere else in the adventure, that Miss Adler 
had entertained other illicit affairs before or after her “entanglement” with the King: rather, 
she marries a respectable and loving man as soon as the occasion presents itself. Her remark 
that the King has “cruelly wronged” her, moreover, further clarifies that in starting a 
relationship with him, Miss Adler had expected a more decent and respectful treatment from 
him. Her American birth corroborates this standpoint, since American women in the Canon 
are usually represented as lively and enterprising, but especially honest and frank, incapable 
of deceitfulness. What I am suggesting, is that in blackmailing the King with the threat of a 
scandal, Miss Adler ultimately evidences his hypocrisy and his volatile moral stature, while 
she, on the other hand, maintains sound principles to live by. Irene Adler is resourceful, 
independent, brilliant and strong-willed; she is no passive victim of her circumstances. 
Rather than the label of adventuress, she refuses that of fallen woman, a naïve actress used 
and then tossed aside by a rich and aristocratic man who is inferior to her in every other 
respect. Holmes’ final pronouncement on the case validates this interpretation: 
"What a woman—oh, what a woman!" cried the King of Bohemia, when we had all three read this 
epistle. "Did I not tell you how quick and resolute she was? Would she not have made an admirable 
queen? Is it not a pity that she was not on my level?" 
"From what I have seen of the lady, she seems, indeed, to be on a very different level to your 
Majesty," said Holmes coldly. (ivi) 
What is more, the true adventuress presented by the Canon, Isadora Klein, whom Holmes 
heartily despises, is presented in terms which are decidedly less equivocal: 
She was, of course, the celebrated beauty. There was never a woman to touch her. She is pure 
Spanish, the real blood of the masterful Conquistadors, and her people have been leaders in 
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Pernambuco for generations. She married the aged German sugar king, Klein, and presently found 
herself the richest as well as the most lovely widow upon earth. Then there was an interval of 
adventure when she pleased her own tastes. She had several lovers, and Douglas Maberley, one of 
the most striking men in London, was one of them. (3GAB, p. 1031) 
In this case, it is Mrs. Klein that has absolute necessity to retrieve some compromising 
letters to avert a scandal, which would impede her marriage with a wealthy young man. This 
element, added to her philandering ways and the intimidating stratagems which she employs 
to achieve her ends, liken her more to the King of Bohemia than to Miss Adler. Holmes 
tributes her none of the respects with which he regarded Irene Adler, even chastising her in 
a paternalistic manner: “‘Meantime, lady’ – he wagged a cautionary forefinger – ‘have a 
care! Have a care! You can’t play with edged tools forever without cutting those dainty 
hands.’” (p. 1033). Holmes meaningfully abstains from handing this blackmailer to justice, 
as he feels that fate will take care of her soon enough. Her unsympathetic portrayal has none 
of Miss Adler’s vivacity and strength, rather indicating a certain decadence – or 
degeneration, as it is.  
The representation of fallen women is something of a compromise between these two 
figures: generally seduced by a ruthless man, they progressively descend into criminal 
patterns, like Janet Tregellis, the scorned maid in MUSG, who after being used and 
abandoned by the butler, leaves him to die in a secret chamber and flees to Australia. In 
ILLU, a woman whom Baron Gruner has seduced has turned to prostitution, her face 
unequivocally showing the traces of her sins: 
[…] beside him on the settee was a brand which he had brought up in the shape of a slim, flame-like 
young woman with a pale, intense face, youthful, and yet so worn with sin and sorrow that one read 
the terrible years which had left their leprous mark upon her. (p. 989) 
“What I am, Adalbert Gruner made me” (p. 990) she later remarks: and yet, this is not 
entirely true, as both Irene Adler and Isadora Klein illustrate. The man is surely despicable, 
and his corruptive influence is as contagious as leprosy, but ultimately Kitty is a victim of 
social norms, which label her as “fallen” and prevent her from overcoming her past. Miss 
Adler and Mrs. Klein, one American and the other Spanish, and both quite cosmopolite, 
elude this coercion, but the English Miss Winter, while fiery and rebellious, falls prey of its 
trammels. Nonetheless, her collaboration with Holmes and the final, liberating act which 
forever ruins Baron Gruner’s deceiving visage, allow her some redemption; even British law 
recognises as much, condemning her to the lowest possible penalty that her case allows. The 
rebellion of Lady X against her persecutor, Charles Augustus Milverton, is even more 
complete, being sanctioned not by the official law, but by the moral tribunal which Watson 
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and Holmes often set up: this lady retains all of her nobility, and forever prevents the 
blackmailer to ruin other women’s lives. Even if Holmesian  women are depicted with great 
expenditure of paternalistic pity, then, they are not denied agency: Miss Tregellis, Miss 
Winter and Lady X all eventually push back against their cruel and scheming oppressors, 
going as far as physically eliminating them, like male Demons require.  
The man against whom both Irene Adler and these “fallen women” react is indeed a male 
equivalent of Auerbach’s Demon, undermining the very basis of the Victorian family: the 
King of Bohemia is a philanderer, who deceives his future wife about the decency of his 
behaviour; Baron Gruner is a classic Gothic villain, decided on marrying an unsuspecting 
maiden for her patrimony; and Charles Augustus Milverton thrives on scandal and on the 
dissolution of happy marriages. Behind the overt condemnation of their unconventional 
conducts, we find a barely concealed admiration for their initiative and personal ethical code 
– after all, Holmes’ own morality rarely conforms to social prescription.  
3.3.  Dangerous spinsters and independent governesses 
There are five representatives of the category of unmarried women in the Canon: of these, 
two are presented as already deceased; one barely escapes a horrible death, and another is 
morally responsible of a double murder, while the final one is merely a tertiary character. It 
is evident that even if he proclaimed to his daughter Mary that he preferred to see an 
unmarried but happy woman to a married and unhappy one,340 Doyle nevertheless remained 
quite anxious about the destiny of the former. The first spinster the Canon presents is Sarah 
Cushing, who used to live with her sister, Mary, and her husband Jim Browner, a sailor, until 
an unspecified event convinced her to leave – her third sister, Susan, suggests that Browner’s 
drunken rows and his fighting with Mary might be imputable. The truth is, however, entirely 
different: having attempted to seduce her sister’s husband and having been rejected, Susan 
retaliates by destroying the marital bond and Mary’s trust in Jim. Her poisonous words and 
her encouraging of her sister’s extramarital interest finally achieve their end, when a half-
crazed Browner kills both his wife and her lover. This adventure evidently draws from the 
canonical representation of the envious and malevolent spinster, decided on destroying 
everyone else’s joy; later embodiments of the unmarried woman, however, are more subtly 
upsetting. The emblematic case is that of Lady Frances Carfax, a wealthy, unattached woman 
who enjoys travelling: kidnapped by an Australian impersonator, she is sedated and placed 
                                                          
340 Lycett, Andrew, op. cit., p. 341.  
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in a coffin to be buried alive, and Holmes barely succeeds in saving her. The words with 
which the detective voices his concern for the unmarried lady at the beginning of the 
adventure are emblematic of the perception of spinsters in the Canon: 
"One of the most dangerous classes in the world," said he, "is the drifting and friendless woman. She 
is the most harmless and often the most useful of mortals, but she is the inevitable inciter of crime in 
others. She is helpless. She is migratory. She has sufficient means to take her from country to country 
and from hotel to hotel. She is lost, as often as not, in a maze of obscure pensions and boardinghouses. 
She is a stray chicken in a world of foxes. When she is gobbled up she is hardly missed. I much fear 
that some evil has come to the Lady Frances Carfax." (pp. 942-943) 
As one of the greatest connoisseurs of crime, if not the greatest of all, Holmes’ opinion is 
naturally creditable, but it contains an uncanny assumption: that an innocent, pure, and 
inoffensive woman “incites” crime. Yet literature has thrived on this assumption: persecuted 
maidens are, after all, unmarried women whose tribulations end only in the moment of their 
marriage. Further Sherlockian cases confirm this proposition: Brenda Tregennis is tragically 
murdered for her share of the inheritance before she could marry Dr. Leon Sterndale. Lady 
Beatrice Folder in SHOS dies a natural death, but her body is denied a proper burial: hiding 
the cadaver in a crypt, her brother substitutes her with an impersonator, in order to 
temporarily retain her annual allowance.  The only spinster which Doyle “spares” is Susan 
Cushing, sister of Mary and Sarah, whose family is however destroyed by the deeds of Sarah 
and Jim. The picture is quite bleak, lacking moreover the dynamicity that contributed to the 
rehabilitation of adventuresses and fallen women. The spinster is ultimately nothing but an 
unexpressed Angel, “often the most useful of mortals”, thus sympathetic and appeasing, but 
at the same time unfulfilled. Lacking male protection as well as personal enterprise, these 
women are dangerous because they appeal to the more exploitative side of human nature: 
instead of eliciting protection and care, they become the natural victims of merciless 
criminals. More than that, they stimulate this ferocious reaction: it is too easy to deceive 
them, too easy even to make them disappear, for they have no family of their own – brothers 
are, as these cases illustrate, among their victimizers rather than their guardians.  
Governesses, and Holmesian New Women in general, are subjected to the same kind of 
victimization, and they, too, stand as a compromise figure between the Angel and the 
adventuress, yet their connotation is entirely different from that of spinsters. Perhaps because 
Doyle’s mother and sisters had found employment as teachers and governesses, their 
descriptions are generally almost entirely positive, and even the glacial Holmes assumes a 
sympathetic, admired attitude. Violet Hunter, the resourceful governess employed at the 
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Copper Beeches, fits for instance the unbiased portrayals of British, middle-class New 
Women: 
As he spoke the door opened and a young lady entered the room. She was plainly but neatly dressed, 
with a bright, quick face, freckled like a plover’s egg, and with the brisk manner of a woman who 
has had her own way to make in the world. 
"You will excuse my troubling you, I am sure," said she, as my companion rose to greet her, "but I 
have had a very strange experience, and as I have no parents or relations of any sort from whom I 
could ask advice, I thought that perhaps you would be kind enough to tell me what I should do." 
"Pray take a seat, Miss Hunter. I shall be happy to do anything that I can to serve you." 
 I could see that Holmes was favourably impressed by the manner and speech of his new client. He 
looked her over in his searching fashion, and then composed himself, with his lids drooping and his 
finger-tips together, to listen to her story. (p. 318) 
Her simple, practical but neat dress, her brisk manners and her profession all include her 
in the category of those “young, self-supporting women” whose independence made the 
editors of the Punch shudder. Holmes’ attitude is entirely opposite: he quite approves of this 
young lady, even if “he would always wind up by muttering that no sister of his should ever 
have accepted such a situation” (p. 322). His admiration only grows after the girl relates to 
him her solitary exploration of the labyrinthine house, and her untimely encounter with the 
tyrannical Mr. Rucastle, convincing him to give her an active role in the investigation: 
"You seem to me to have acted all through this matter like a very brave and sensible girl, Miss Hunter. 
Do you think that you could perform one more feat? I should not ask it of you if I did not think you 
a quite exceptional woman." 
"I will try. What is it?" 
"We shall be at the Copper Beeches by seven o’clock, my friend and I. The Rucastles will be gone 
by that time, and Toller will, we hope, be incapable. There only remains Mrs. Toller, who might give 
the alarm. If you could send her into the cellar on some errand, and then turn the key upon her, you 
would facilitate matters immensely." 
"I will do it." 
[…]We were as good as our word, for it was just seven when we reached the Copper Beeches, having 
put up our trap at a wayside public-house. The group of trees, with their dark leaves shining like 
burnished metal in the light of the setting sun, were sufficient to mark the house even had Miss 
Hunter not been standing smiling on the door-step. 
"Have you managed it?" asked Holmes. 
A loud thudding noise came from somewhere downstairs. "That is Mrs. Toller in the cellar," said 
she. "Her husband lies snoring on the kitchen rug. Here are his keys, which are the duplicates of Mr. 
Rucastle’s." 
"You have done well indeed!" cried Holmes with enthusiasm. "Now lead the way, and we shall soon 
see the end of this black business." (p. 329) 
After having witnessed the manifest esteem which Holmes bestows upon Miss Hunter, 
Watson even voices his disappointment in the complete disinterest that the detective 
demonstrates after the end of the case. The good doctor had probably thought that his friend 
could have found a romantic match, while Holmes essentially considered her as a sort of 
female Watson: a precious associate in a dangerous situation. The pattern is replicated by 
Violet Smith, the kidnapped music teacher in SOLI: after the death of her father, she takes 
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it upon herself to provide for her family, but in so doing, she comes across a Gothic 
inheritance plot. Her presence in Holmes’ study renews the impressions left by Miss Hunter: 
My friend, who loved above all things precision and concentration of thought, resented anything 
which distracted his attention from the matter in hand. And yet, without a harshness which was 
foreign to his nature, it was impossible to refuse to listen to the story of the young and beautiful 
woman, tall, graceful, and queenly, who presented herself at Baker Street late in the evening, and 
implored his assistance and advice. It was vain to urge that his time was already fully occupied, for 
the young lady had come with the determination to tell her story, and it was evident that nothing 
short of force could get her out of the room until she had done so. With a resigned air and a somewhat 
weary smile, Holmes begged the beautiful intruder to take a seat, and to inform us what it was that 
was troubling her. (p. 527) 
Determination and grace coexist once again in a beautiful, young and self-supporting 
woman, who is, moreover, a cyclist, an element which may seem marginal, but that inscribes 
her even more in the New Woman characterization. Holmes does not come to praise her in 
the same ecstatic terms which he reserved to Miss Hunter, but he certainly admires her strong 
will, and willingness to stand up for herself. Even Mary Sutherland, the mislead typist in 
IDE, has “something noble” which compels the respect of the detective and his biographer, 
despite her credulity, “the preposterous hat and the vacuous face” (p. 196). Yet it is Grace 
Dubar, framed by her employer in THOR, which presents the more complete and explicit 
blending of angelic and New Woman characteristics:  
I had expected from all that we had heard to see a beautiful woman, but I can never forget the effect 
which Miss Dunbar produced upon me. It was no wonder that even the masterful millionaire had 
found in her something more powerful than himself--something which could control and guide him. 
One felt, too, as one looked at the strong, clear-cut, and yet sensitive face, that even should she be 
capable of some impetuous deed, none the less there was an innate nobility of character which would 
make her influence always for the good. She was a brunette, tall, with a noble figure and commanding 
presence, but her dark eyes had in them the appealing, helpless expression of the hunted creature 
who feels the nets around it, but can see no way out from the toils. Now, as she realized the presence 
and the help of my famous friend, there came a touch of colour in her wan cheeks and a light of hope 
began to glimmer in the glance which she turned upon us. (p. 1065) 
This description undeniably retraces and adjourns the two “visions” of Mary Morstan in 
SIGN: a mixture of helplessness and strength, of passion and restraint, this brunette creature 
is not as passive and meek as the traditional Angel, but remains thoughtful and caring even 
in her dynamism. This story, too, is studded with Gothic elements: the revenge scheme; the 
madwoman; the isolated manor; the threatened governess.  
Angels, spinsters, governesses and fallen women – adventuresses seem to be a category 
on their own – have exactly this in common: their stories always seem to include an 
inheritance or revenge plot, or to have gloomy manors and isolated houses as their settings, 
or to evoke some supernatural element – or, in the case of Brenda Tregennis, to combine all 
of these features. Their attitude towards these irrational incursions in their ordinary lives, 
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however, significantly differs: fallen women are crushed by their sins, and their only form 
of liberation is in itself a new criminal action, so that their victimization is almost complete 
and beyond redemption. Angels and spinsters are static, passive, and tend to relinquish even 
the scarce amount of agency that male Gothic writers had conferred to their heroines, who 
at least attempt to escape the clutches of their persecutors. Their only salvation comes 
through marriage and integration into “respectable” society, a fate foreshadowed even for 
the sole surviving spinster, Lady Frances Carfax. New Women, on the other hand, react to 
their victimization with energy and resourcefulness, actively helping the man whose services 
they employ, and demonstrating that gentleness and determination are not two opposite 
poles. In their simple but elegant dresses, they descend like female embodiment of Holmes, 
rays of rationality whose light penetrates the dark settings with which Doyle challenges 
them. It is true, that the presence of the detective is of vital importance for the successful 
solution of the case; it is also true, that their number is comparatively small with respect to 
their victimized equivalents. Overall, however, their presence in a universe of dominant male 
willpower is already an indication of the “irrepressible” nature of women’s advancement.  
 
 
 
 
  
218 
  
Conclusions 
 
This study was set out to analyse the ways in which Arthur Conan Doyle utilizes Gothic 
tropes in his Sherlockian Canon, reinterpreting them in light of the new anxieties and 
underlying uncertainties brought forward by the end of the century. To read the adventures 
of Sherlock Holmes as classic Gothic tales would be indisputably preposterous, for their 
outward intent is a celebration of the scientific method and of the solutions that it could offer. 
Nonetheless, the basic structure of the adventures already calls for an implementation of 
“irrational” elements, in order to emphasize the logic reasoning of the detective. To truly 
emerge as a beacon of rationality, in other words, Sherlock Holmes needs to be confronted 
with darkness and chaos, for his normalizing action can only take place where normalizing 
is required – that is, in presence of deviancy. Furthermore, the keenly perceptive and public-
oriented Doyle undoubtedly recognized that Holmes’ “special powers” (ABBE, p. 642) 
required likewise “special” mysteries, in order to be truly tested.  
The ample possibilities which Gothic elements provided in the context of the building of 
suspense in an investigation or mystery had already been explored by Edgar Allan Poe and 
Wilkie Collins, but also by Robert Louis Stevenson, whom Doyle greatly admired. While in 
their novels and short stories these tropes are used in an overt, unapologetic way, the 
Holmesian Canon employs them in a more conflictual manner, as Sherlock’s frequent 
dissatisfaction at the “romanticized” accounts of his associate demonstrates. Yet, irrational 
elements and uncanny circumstances are essential to captivate the attention and empathetic 
reaction of the reader, who finds his own anxieties exorcised by the ordering intervention of 
the detective.  At times, however, the case is so complex, or the disquiets that it brings to 
light so overpowering, that even Holmes’ inevitable solution seems to come too late to 
convincingly dispel the shadows that the author has evoked.  
The rapid advancement of scientific and technical innovations, and the philosophical and 
ethical tendencies that they engendered, became for instance one of the primary 
preoccupations of the Victorian and Edwardian eras. Their representation in the Canon is 
usually reminiscent of the Gothic “family curse”, as the cases of Moriarty, Stapleton, and 
many more Sherlockian villains illustrates, but a problematization of their ultimate ends is 
also present. Specifically, the adventures pose the disquieting question about who is entitled 
to wield these advancements, suggesting that while the positivistic attitude of the century 
glorified them as instruments of progress, their nature depended immensely on who 
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controlled them. Even Holmes himself, if interpreted in the light of Lombroso’s studies on 
the melancholic genius, can hardly maintain his aseptic, almost machine-like persona, or an 
entirely positive connotation.  
The perception of spaces was also a source of great distress for Victorian readers, as the 
many settings portrayed in the Canon highlight. The reinterpretation of Gothic tropes here 
follows three main guidelines: in a vast array of cases, Doyle maintains traditional Gothic 
spaces – like the bleak, gloomy and crumbling manor, the secret chamber or dungeon, or the 
ancient ruins – especially in connection with stories of female confinement. Other adventures 
find as their setting the urban space, specifically the city of London, often drawing 
inspiration from the works of his fin de siècle colleagues, like Oscar Wilde and Stevenson. 
Finally, he reinterprets the exoticism that permeated classic Gothic novels, substituting 
European countries like Italy, Germany or Spain with the British colonies or the United 
States. This process naturally brings to light the fear of reverse colonization which silently 
underlays the outwardly assertive Imperial propaganda, demonstrating how exotic spaces 
were no longer safe for confinement, but rather seeped into the “motherland” and slowly 
modified it.  
Lastly, one of the most prominent concerns of Victorian culture, the stability and unity of 
the social body, is once again challenged by both inner and outer disruptive forces. The 
theme of secret societies, for instance, is reinterpreted to emphasize how the formation of 
unofficial organizations, sometimes developing into states within the state, like the Mormon 
community in STUD, challenges institutional order in abiding by an entirely different set of 
rules. The fear of spies, especially given the climate of international tension which emerged 
as the First World War approximated, is also an element which associates the Victorian 
readers of Sherlock Holmes and their Georgian progenitors. The prominence given by 
Victorian culture to family and to the figure of the female “Angel in the House” is also put 
to test, through the use of features like the inheritance plot and the persecuted maiden, but 
also by exploring the taboo subject of adultery.  
In conclusion, despite Holmes’ protests that “no ghosts need apply” (SUSS, p. 1034), an 
in-depth analysis of the Canon demonstrates that indeed, they do, for opposing Victorian 
anxieties required to bring them to light: a process in which the example of the Gothic was 
still unchallenged.  
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